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  SUSTAINABILITY, MATERIALITY AND INDEPENDENT EXTERNAL ASSURANCE: 
        AN EXPLORATORY STUDY OF THE UK’S LEADING FOOD RETAILERS 
Peter Jones, Robin Bown, David Hillier and Daphne Comfort 
Introduction 
Sustainability is becoming increasingly integrated into the corporate mindset of a 
growing number of large companies. A survey of business managers and executives 
undertaken by MIT Sloan Management Review and The Boston Consulting Group (2012) 
suggested that ͚7Ϭ% of ĐoŵpaŶies haǀe plaĐed sustaiŶaďilitǇ peƌŵaŶently on management 
ageŶdas͛ and Carroll and Buchholtz (2012), suggested that ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ has ďeĐoŵe oŶe of 
ďusiŶess͛ ŵost ƌeĐeŶt aŶd uƌgeŶt ŵaŶdates.͛  At the same time effective sustainability 
reporting is increasingly seen as a vital element in communicating with stakeholders about 
how companies are performing against strategic environmental and social targets. 
Sustainability reporting can include a wide and varied range of issues and reporting 
practices are constantly evolving but there is a growing awareness within the business 
community that embracing materiality and commissioning external independent assurance 
are integral elements in the reporting process.  In simple terms within sustainability 
reporting, materiality is concerned with identifying those environmental, social and 
economic issues that matter most to a company and its stakeholders while assurance, is a 
process used to provide confidence as to the degree of reliance that can be placed on the 
reported data. Ernst and Young (2014), for example, argued that while ͚todaǇ͛s ŶoŶ-financial 
reporting environment can seem complex but there is one commonality amongst the various 
reporting initiatives- ŵateƌialitǇ.͛ In a similar vein GreenBiz (2014) identified that a focus on 
materiality was one of the top four sustainability reporting trends in 2014 and argued that 
the ͚foĐus is iŶĐƌeasiŶg iŶ the sustaiŶaďilitǇ ǁoƌld oŶ the pƌiŶĐiple of ŵateƌialitǇ as the 
essential  filter for determining which environmental, social and governance information will 
ďe useful to keǇ deĐisioŶ ŵakeƌs.͛ In making the case for increasing external assurance 
KPMG (2011) suggest that ͚as Đoƌpoƌate ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ ƌepoƌtiŶg ďegiŶs to plaǇ a laƌgeƌ ƌole 
in the way stakeholders and investors perceive corporate value, companies should 
increasingly want to demonstrate the quality and reliability of their corporate responsibility 
data.͛  
While all companies have a role to play in promoting the transition to a more 
sustainable future within modern capitalist societies food retailing is an important interface 
between manufacturers and primary producers on the one hand and consumers on the 
other. As such large food retailers can be seen as a bellwether for sustainability and they 
haǀe a ĐƌuĐial ƌole to plaǇ iŶ addƌessiŶg the ǁoƌld͛s ŵounting environmental and social 
challenges and in promoting more sustainable patterns of consumption. With this in mind 
this papeƌ offeƌs a pƌeliŵiŶaƌǇ eǆaŵiŶatioŶ of hoǁ the UK͛s leadiŶg ƌetaileƌs aƌe ƌepoƌting 
on sustainability and on the role of materiality and external assurance in their reporting 
processes. The chapter includes an outline of the characteristics of external assurance and 
of the ĐoŶĐept of ŵateƌialitǇ, a ƌeǀieǁ of the eǆteŶt to ǁhiĐh the UK͛s top teŶ food ƌetailers 
embracing and materiality and commissioning independent external assurance in their 
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current sustainability reports and offers some wider reflections on external assurance and 
ŵateƌialitǇ iŶ ƌetaileƌs͛ sustaiŶaďilitǇ ƌepoƌtiŶg. 
Sustainability  
In recent decades the term sustainability has become increasingly widely deployed 
to serve and justify a variety of ends but ͚the idea of sustaiŶaďilitǇ is Ŷot a ŵeƌe ŵiŶd gaŵe 
played by modern technocrats, nor the brainwave of some tree hugging eco-ǁaƌƌioƌs …. It is 
our primal world cultural heƌitage͛ (Gruber 2012). Neǀeƌtheless the ĐoŶĐepts of ͚sustaiŶaďle 
deǀelopŵeŶt͛ aŶd ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ haǀe ƌeĐeiǀed ŵuĐh ŵoƌe ǁidespƌead atteŶtioŶ aŶd 
ĐuƌƌeŶĐǇ fƌoŵ the ϭϵϴϬ͛s oŶǁaƌds folloǁiŶg the puďliĐatioŶ of the ͚Woƌld CoŶseƌǀatioŶ 
“tƌategǇ͛  (International Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources 1980) and 
͚Ouƌ CoŵŵoŶ Futuƌe͛(World Commission on Environment and Development 1987). In the 
following decades the term sustainability has become increasingly seen as offering a 
potential solution for a wide range of challenges and problems from the global to the local 
scale across seemingly all walks of life. Diesendorf (2000) argued that sustainability can be 
seen as ͚the goal oƌ eŶdpoiŶt of a pƌoĐess Đalled sustaiŶaďle deǀelopŵeŶt.͛ Arguably the 
most widely used definition of sustainable development is that provided in ͚Ouƌ CoŵŵoŶ 
Futuƌe͛ namely ͚deǀelopŵeŶt that ŵeets the Ŷeeds of the pƌeseŶt ǁithout ĐoŵpƌoŵisiŶg the 
aďilitǇ of futuƌe geŶeƌatioŶs to ŵeet theiƌ oǁŶ Ŷeeds͛ (World Commission on Environment 
and Development 1987). However defining sustainability is not straightforward and there 
are a number of contrasting and contested meanings.  
More specifically there are sets of definitions that are based around ecological 
principles which focus on conserving natural resources and protecting fragile ecosystems on 
which ultimately all human life depends. Goodland (1995), for example, defined 
environmental sustainability as ͚the ŵaiŶteŶaŶĐe of Ŷatuƌal Đapital͛ arguing that it ͚seeks to 
improve human welfare by preserving the sources of raw materials used for human needs 
and ensuring that the sinks for human waste are not exceeded in order to prevent harm to 
huŵaŶs.͛ There are also broader definitions that include social and economic dimensions 
along with environmental and ecological goals that seek to meet human needs in an 
equitable manner. For the United States Environment Protection Agency (2014), for 
example, ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ Đƌeates aŶd ŵaiŶtaiŶs the ĐoŶditioŶs uŶdeƌ ǁhiĐh huŵaŶs aŶd 
nature can exist in productive harmony , that permits fulfilling the social, economic and 
otheƌ ƌeƋuiƌeŵeŶts of pƌeseŶt aŶd futuƌe geŶeƌatioŶs.͛   
Arguably more critically Hudson (2005) argued that definitions of sustainability range 
from ͚pallid ďlue gƌeeŶ to daƌk deep gƌeeŶ.͛ The former definition Hudson (2005, p.241) 
suggests centres on ͚teĐhŶologiĐal fiǆes ǁithiŶ ĐuƌƌeŶt ƌelatioŶs of pƌoduĐtioŶ, esseŶtiallǇ 
trading off economic against environmental objectives, with the market as the prime 
resource allocation mechanisŵ͛ while for the latter ͚pƌioƌitiziŶg the pƌeseƌǀatioŶ of Ŷatuƌe is 
pre-eŵiŶeŶt͛ (Hudson 2005). Hudson (2005) also suggests that the dominant view of 
sustainability ͚is gƌouŶded iŶ a ďlue-gƌeeŶ disĐouƌse of eĐologiĐal ŵodeƌŶizatioŶ͛ and ͚Đlaiŵs 
that capital accumulation, profitable production and ecological sustainability are compatible 
goals.͛ Further he contrasts this view with the ͚deep gƌeeŶ͛ perspective which ͚ǁould ƌeƋuiƌe 
significant reductions in living standards and radical changes in the dominant social relations 
of pƌoduĐtioŶ͛ (Hudson 2005). In a similar vein a distinction is often made, for example, 
ďetǁeeŶ ͚ǁeak͛ aŶd ͚stƌoŶg͛ sustaiŶaďilitǇ aŶd ‘opeƌ ;ϮϬϭϮͿ suggests that ͚ǁeak 
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sustainability prioritizes economic development, while strong sustainability subordinates 
economies to the natural environment and society, acknowledging ecological limits to 
gƌoǁth.͛ 
 
Within the business world the concept of sustainability has moved seemingly ever 
higher up boardroom agendas. Carroll and Buchholtz (2012), for example, suggest that 
͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ has ďeĐoŵe oŶe of ďusiŶess͛ ŵost ƌeĐeŶt aŶd uƌgeŶt ŵaŶdates.͛ A survey of 
business managers and executives undertaken by MIT Sloan Management Review and The 
Boston Consulting Group (2012) suggested that ͚7Ϭ% of Đompanies have placed 
sustaiŶaďilitǇ peƌŵaŶeŶtlǇ oŶ ŵaŶageŵeŶt ageŶdas͛ and that ͚despite a laĐklustƌe 
economy, many companies are increasing their commitment to sustainability initiatives, the 
opposite of what one would expect if sustainability were simply a luxury afforded by good 
tiŵes.͛ A number of factors can be identified in helping to explain this trend. These include 
the need to comply with a growing volume of environmental and social legislation and 
regulation; concerns about the cost and scarcity of natural resources; greater public and 
shareholder awareness of the importance of socially conscious financial investments; the 
growing media coverage of the activities of a wide range of anti-corporate pressure groups; 
and more general changes in social attitudes and values within modern capitalist societies.  
More specifically companies are looking to publicly emphasize their commitment to 
sustainability in an attempt to help to differentiate themselves from their competitors and 
to enhance their corporate brand reputation. However Polentz (2011) claims ͚ask teŶ 
different experts to define corporate sustainability you are likely to receive ten different 
aŶsǁeƌs͛ and suggests that ͚paƌt of the pƌoďleŵ iŶ defiŶiŶg suĐh aŶ aŵoƌphous teƌŵ aƌises 
from its continuing evolution along with the ever-increasing entry of new stakeholders, an 
inconsistent set of state and federal laws and the constant onslaught of newly adopted 
fedeƌal aŶd state laǁs.͛  
 
 At the same time a number of critics view corporate commitments to sustainability 
as a ĐǇŶiĐal ploǇ, ofteŶ populaƌlǇ desĐƌiďed as ͚gƌeeŶǁash͛, desigŶed to appeal to 
consumers who are seen to be concerned about the environmental and the social impact of 
business operations throughout the supply chain, while effectively sidestepping 
fundamental environmental and social concerns. As such moves towards sustainable 
marketing might be characterised by what Hamilton (2009) describes as ͚shiftiŶg 
ĐoŶsĐiousŶess͛ towards ͚ǁhat is ďest desĐƌiďed as gƌeeŶ ĐoŶsuŵeƌisŵ.͛ This he sees as ͚aŶ 
approach that threatens to entrench the very attitudes and behaviours that are antithetical 
to sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ and argues that ͚gƌeeŶ ĐoŶsuŵeƌisŵ has failed to induce significant inroads 
iŶto the uŶsustaiŶaďle Ŷatuƌe of ĐoŶsuŵptioŶ aŶd pƌoduĐtioŶ͛ (Hamilton 2009). Perhaps 
more radically Kahn (2010) argues that ͚gƌeeŶ ĐoŶsuŵeƌisŵ͛ is ͚aŶ oppoƌtuŶitǇ foƌ 
corporations to turn the very crisis that they generate through their accumulation of capital 
via the exploitation of nature into myriad streams of emergent profit and investment 
ƌeǀeŶue.͛  
 
As interest in sustainability has gathered momentum so a number of attempts have 
been made to develop theoretical frameworks for sustainability which recognize that social 
and economic development cannot be viewed in isolation from the natural environment. 
Todorov and Marinova (2009), for example, reviewed a wide range of models being 
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developed to conceptualise what they describe as ͚aŶ eǆtƌeŵelǇ Đoŵpleǆ ĐoŶĐept͛ but 
concluded that a simple three dimensional representation of sustainability capturing 
environmental, social and economic elements, in a Venn diagram as three overlapping 
circles, is ͚poǁeƌful iŶ ƌeaĐhiŶg a ďƌoad audieŶĐe.͛ A number of authors have employed 
stakeholder theory to conceptualise sustainability and Steurer et. al. (2005), for example, 
explored the relationship between sustainability and stakeholder theory and examined how 
͚ĐoƌpoƌatioŶs aƌe ĐoŶfƌoŶted ǁith eĐoŶoŵiĐ, soĐial aŶd eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal stakeholdeƌ Đlaiŵs.͛  
There have been attempts to develop a more critical theory.  Amsler (2009), for example, 
has argued that ͚the ĐoŶtested politiĐs aŶd aŵďiguities of sustaiŶaďilitǇ disĐouƌses͛ can be 
embraced to develop a ͚ĐƌitiĐal theoƌǇ of sustaiŶaďilitǇ.͛ Amsler further argues that current 
debates should ďe loĐated ͚ǁithiŶ a ďƌoadeƌ tƌaditioŶ of soĐial ĐƌitiĐisŵ͛ and that ͚ĐoŵpetiŶg 
iŶteƌpƌetatioŶs of sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ should ďe ǀieǁed as ͚invitations to explore the complex 
processes through which competing visions of just futures are produced, resisted and 
ƌealized͛ ;AŵsleƌϮϬϬϵͿ. Castƌo ;ϮϬϬϰͿ has sought to laǇ the fouŶdatioŶs foƌ a ŵoƌe ƌadiĐal 
theory of sustainability by questioning the very possibility of sustainable development under 
capitalism and arguing that economic growth relies upon the continuing and inevitable 
exploitation of both natural and social capital.  
 
Materiality and External Assurance 
 The concept of materiality has predominantly been associated with the financial 
sector and more specifically with the auditing and accounting processes of financial 
reporting. Here an issue ͚is ĐoŶsideƌed ŵateƌial to the ĐoŵpaŶǇ if its oŵissioŶ oƌ 
misstatement influences the economic decision of users (PGS 2013). However the concept 
has become increasingly important in sustainability and corporate social responsibility 
reporting but ͚Đoŵpaƌed to fiŶaŶĐial ƌepoƌtiŶg, sustaiŶaďilitǇ ĐoŶsideƌs a ďƌoadeƌ sĐope of 
aĐtioŶ aŶd Đoǀeƌs a ŵultitude of issues: eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal, soĐial, eĐoŶoŵiĐ aŶd ŵoƌe͛ and 
͚ƌeƋuiƌes a ŵoƌe ĐoŵpƌeheŶsiǀe defiŶitioŶ of ŵateƌialitǇ͛ ;PGS 2013). At the same time 
Eccles et. al. (2012) have argued that in defining materiality in nonfinancial reporting ͚ŵoƌe 
emphasis is placed on defining the user of the information, typically described as 
stakeholders rather than shareholders and emphasising the importance of considering the 
iŵpaĐt of Ŷot pƌoǀidiŶg iŶfoƌŵatioŶ.͛ 
That said there is little consensus about what constitutes materiality in sustainability 
reporting and a number of definitions can be identified. There are sets of definitions that 
focus principally on investors and shareholders .The International Integrated Reporting 
Council (2013), for example, in advocating the integration of financial and non-financial 
reporting, suggests that ͚a ŵatteƌ is material if it is of such relevance and importance that it 
could substantively influence the assessments of providers of financial capital with regard to 
the oƌgaŶizatioŶ͛s aďilitǇ to Đƌeate ǀalue oǀeƌ the shoƌt, ŵediuŵ aŶd loŶg teƌŵ. IŶ 
determining whether or not a matter is material, senior management and those charged 
with governance should consider whether the matter substantively affects, or has the 
poteŶtial to suďstaŶtiǀelǇ affeĐt, the oƌgaŶizatioŶ͛s stƌategǇ, its ďusiŶess ŵodel, oƌ oŶe oƌ 
more of the capitals it uses oƌ affeĐts.͛  There are also definitions that embrace a wide range 
of stakeholders. PGS (2013), for example, argues that ͚ŵateƌialitǇ aiŵs to ideŶtifǇ the 
societal and environmental issues that present risks or opportunities to a company while 
taking into consideration the issues of ŵost ĐoŶĐeƌŶ to eǆteƌŶal stakeholdeƌs.͛ The Global 
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Reporting Initiative (GRI), for example, asserts that ͚ŵateƌial topiĐs foƌ a ƌepoƌtiŶg 
organisation should include those topics that have a direct or indirect impact on an 
oƌgaŶisatioŶ͛s aďilitǇ to Đreate, preserve or erode economic, environmental and social value 
foƌ itself, its stakeholdeƌs aŶd soĐietǇ at laƌge͛ (GRI 2014). More generally the GRI suggests 
that ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ iŵpaĐts Đƌeate ďoth oppoƌtuŶities aŶd ƌisks foƌ aŶ oƌgaŶisatioŶ͛ and that 
͚the aďilitǇ of aŶ oƌgaŶizatioŶ to ƌeĐogŶise oppoƌtuŶities aŶd ƌisks aŶd aĐt effeĐtiǀelǇ iŶ 
ƌelatioŶ to theŵ, ǁill deteƌŵiŶe ǁhetheƌ the oƌgaŶizatioŶ Đƌeates, pƌeseƌǀes oƌ eƌodes ǀalue͛ 
(GRI 2014).  
KPMG (2014) argued that a review of definitions of materiality clearly indicates that 
͚theƌe is aŶ oďǀious distiŶĐtioŶ iŶ thƌee keǇ aƌeas: sĐope ;the ƌaŶge of iŶfoƌŵatioŶ pƌoǀidedͿ, 
stakeholder groups (those whose perceived interests are likely to be affected), and time 
fƌaŵe ;the tiŵe peƌiod appliedͿ͛ and it argued that ͚these ǀaƌiaďles aƌe iŵpoƌtaŶt iŶ that 
theǇ defiŶe the ďouŶdaƌies of ŵateƌialitǇ ŵade ďǇ oƌgaŶisatioŶs.͛ More specifically KPMG 
(2014) develops these three areas in the context of the increasing recognition within 
businesses of the importance of ͚Ŷatuƌal Đapital͛ which is taken to include ͚Ŷatuƌal 
ƌesouƌĐes͛, ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal assets͛, ͚eĐosǇsteŵs͛, ͚eĐosǇsteŵ seƌǀiĐes͛ aŶd ͚ďiodiǀeƌsitǇ.͛  
KPMG (2014) suggests that the changing boundaries of what constitutes materiality are 
͚likelǇ to eŶhaŶĐe the iŶteƌest iŶ aŶd the justifiĐatioŶ foƌ Ŷatuƌal Đapital͛s ĐoŶsideƌatioŶ iŶ 
Đoƌpoƌate ŵateƌialitǇ assessŵeŶts iŶ ƌelatioŶ to the thƌee keǇ aƌeas.͛ Thus the scope of 
issues can be seen to be continually evolving, a much wider range of stakeholders, including 
local communities and non-governmental organisations, need to be included when 
assessing what is material for natural capital and the time scale may need to be critically 
reviewed to incorporate short, medium and long term impacts on the environment. 
The way in which materiality is identified and operationalized varies from one 
company and organisation to another but a number of common elements can be identified 
(PGS 2013). These include the explicit identification of a number of environmental, social 
and economic issues around which the sustainability report is developed; the evaluation and 
ranking of both company and stakeholder concerns on each of the identified issues; 
ideŶtifiĐatioŶ of the ǁaǇs iŶ ǁhiĐh the ĐoŵpaŶǇ has eliĐited stakeholdeƌs͛ ĐoŶtƌiďutioŶs to 
the pƌoĐess; aŶd the pƌioƌitizatioŶ of these issues iŶ a ǁaǇ that iŶfoƌŵs a ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s 
sustainability strategy and reporting process. Common elements apart, there is a growing 
interest in defining and determining materiality on a business sector specific basis. Eccles et. 
al. (2012), for example, suggested that ͚ǁhile Ŷot a paŶaĐea, ǁe ďelieǀe that deǀelopiŶg 
sector specific guidelines on what sustainability issues are material to that sector and the 
Key Performance Indicators for reporting on them would significantly improve the ability of 
ĐoŵpaŶies to ƌepoƌt oŶ theiƌ eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal, soĐial aŶd goǀeƌŶaŶĐe peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe.͛ Further 
Eccles et. al. (2012) argued that by employing ͚guidaŶĐe that ideŶtifies the eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal, 
social and governance issues that are material to a sector and how best to report on them, 
ĐoŵpaŶies ǁill haǀe ŵuĐh Đleaƌeƌ guidaŶĐe oŶ ǁhat aŶd hoǁ to ƌepoƌt.͛  
A variety of approaches have been developed to determine materiality as an integral 
component of sustainability reporting. The Sustainability Accounting Standards Board 
(SASB), for example, claims that its ͚MateƌialitǇ Map Đƌeates a uŶiƋue pƌofile foƌ eaĐh 
iŶdustƌǇ͛ and that it ͚is desigŶed to pƌioƌitize the issues that aƌe ŵost iŵpoƌtaŶt ǁithiŶ aŶ 
iŶdustƌǇ͛ and ͚to keep the staŶdaƌds to a ŵiŶiŵuŵ set of issues that aƌe likelǇ to ďe ŵateƌial͛ 
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;SASB ϮϬϭϰͿ͛ This map classifies issues under five categories namely environment; human 
capital; social capital; business model and innovation; leadership and governance and then 
identifies high priority material issues on behalf of what SASB (2014) describes as the 
͚ƌeasoŶaďle iŶǀestoƌ.͛ More specifically the development of the map ͚ƌelies heaǀilǇ oŶ tǁo 
types of evidence: evidence of interest by different types of stakeholders and evidence of 
finanĐial iŵpaĐt͛ (SASB 2014).  
 
The ͚ŵateƌialitǇ ŵatƌiǆ͛ is perhaps the most common approach used to determine 
materiality issues. The matrix plots sustainability issues in terms of two axes namely, the 
influence on stakeholder assessments and decisions and the significance of environmental, 
social and economic impacts. PriceWaterHouseCoopers (2014), for example, developed its 
͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ pƌioƌitisatioŶ ŵatƌiǆ͛ in 2011 based on surveys, interviews and desk based 
research from its, clients, its employees, potential recruits, regulators and non-
governmental organisations. Within this matrix while ͚ƋualitǇ aŶd ethiĐs͛ and ͚ďƌaŶd 
ƌeputatioŶ͛ were positioned highly on both the importance to the business and the 
importance to stakeholder axes while ͚ďiodiǀeƌsitǇ͛ was positioned lowly on both axes 
(PricewaterhouseCoopers 2014). In its 2013-2014 materiality matrix Siemens (2014)the 
identified ͚deŵogƌaphiĐ ĐhaŶge͛, ͛uƌďaŶizatioŶ͛, ͚Đliŵate ĐhaŶge͛ aŶd ͚gloďalizatioŶ͛ as 
͚ŵega tƌeŶds͛ and positioned ͚Đoƌpoƌate citizenship͛, ͚health aŶd safetǇ͛, ͚huŵaŶ ƌights͛ and 
͚affoƌdaďle aŶd peƌsoŶalised health Đaƌe͛ lowly on both axes, with ͚iŶŶoǀatioŶ͛, 
͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ iŶ the supplǇ ĐhaiŶ͛, ͛ƌesouƌĐe pƌoduĐtiǀitǇ͛ and ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal poƌtfolio͛ 
being positioned correspondingly highly.  
 
A range of benefits are claimed for those companies which embrace materiality as 
an integral part of their sustainability reporting process. Strandberg Consulting (2008), for 
example, suggested that materiality analysis can help companies to clarify the issues that 
can drive long term business value; to identify and capitalise on business opportunities; to 
co-ordinate sustainability and business strategies; to build and enhance corporate brand 
and reputation; and to anticipate and manage change. KPMG (2014) claims that ͚ŵateƌialitǇ 
assessŵeŶt is ŵuĐh ŵoƌe thaŶ a ƌepoƌtiŶg eǆeƌĐise͛ arguing that it is the foundation for 
͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ stƌategǇ, taƌget settiŶg, stakeholdeƌ eŶgageŵeŶt aŶd peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe 
ŵaŶageŵeŶt.͛ Looking to the future the introduction of new Global Reporting Initiative 
(GRI) standards for sustainability reporting seems likely to enhance the focus on materiality. 
The new guidelines, initially released in 2013, will apply to all corporate sustainability 
reports to be completed within GRI guidelines and frameworks that are to be published 
from January 1st 2016. KPMG asserted that the new guidelines ͚put ŵateƌialitǇ ĐeŶteƌ stage͛ 
and they encourage ͚ƌepoƌteƌs to foĐus ĐoŶteŶt oŶ the issues that ŵatteƌ ŵost to the 
business, rather than reporting oŶ eǀeƌǇthiŶg͛ and they look to make ͚ŵoƌe eǆpliĐit liŶks 
between materiality and the management and performance information organisations 
should disclose in their report (KPMG 2013). More specifically, for example,  corporate 
sustainability reports should begin with a focus on material issues and maintain this focus 
throughout the report, include a detailed discussion of the processes by which the company  
both defines and manages its material issues and provide details of where the impact of 
material issues is seen to lie. 
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Assurance can be undertaken in a number of ways. CSR Europe (2008), for example, 
identified four principal methods namely ͚ĐoŶduĐtiŶg assuƌaŶĐe iŶteƌŶallǇ͛, ͚stakeholdeƌ 
paŶels͛, ͚eǆpeƌt iŶput͛ and assurance by an ͚iŶdepeŶdeŶt, iŵpaƌtial and external 
oƌgaŶisatioŶ.͛ In theory conducting assurance within a company should provide 
comprehensive access to the relevant data and be less costly but it may lack credibility 
especially with external stakeholders. Inviting a panel of stakeholders to produce an 
assurance statement can have the advantage of ensuring that the process will address those 
issues important to the invited stakeholders but such panels may not always represent the 
full ƌaŶge of stakeholdeƌ iŶteƌests. The use of so Đalled ͚eǆpeƌt iŶput͛ iŶ assuƌaŶĐe ŵight ďe 
seen to lend what some stakeholders might regard as authoritative support to a 
sustainability report but doubts may remain about the extent to which such experts have 
had the opportunity or the appropriate access to the primary data which would allow them 
to make informed judgements.  
The most widely adopted approach to assurance is the commissioning of an 
assurance statement by an independent external organisation and such an approach would 
seem to have claims to offer credibility, integrity and reliability to the reporting process. An 
assurance statement is defined by CorporateRegister.com Limited (2008) as ͚the puďlished 
ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatioŶ of a pƌoĐess ǁhiĐh eǆaŵiŶes the ǀeƌaĐitǇ aŶd ĐoŵpleteŶess of a C“‘ ƌepoƌt.͛ 
However the production of assurance statements is seen to be problematic in that not only 
is there considerable variation between the volume, character and detail of the information 
companies provide in their sustainability reports themselves, but there is currently little 
consensus on how companies should collect, evaluate and report on their sustainability 
data. In addressing the issue of appropriate data collection CorporateRegister.com Limited 
(2008), for example, argued that ͚the uŶdeƌlǇiŶg pƌoĐesses aƌe ofteŶ opaque and company 
speĐifiĐ, so it͛s diffiĐult to kŶoǁ hoǁ faƌ a ƌepoƌt ƌefleĐts aĐtual peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe͛ and that 
͚uŶless a ĐoŵpaŶǇ ĐaŶ defiŶe its sĐope of peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe disĐlosuƌe, hoǁ ĐaŶ aŶ assuƌaŶĐe 
pƌoǀideƌ defiŶe the sĐope of assuƌaŶĐe.͛ 
 That said a growing number of major companies now employ the  interdependent 
principles of completeness and responsiveness which are an integral part of the AA1000 
Assurance Standard 2008 developed by Accountability (2008), a UK non-profit organisation, 
to guide and inform their corporate responsibility and sustainable development reporting. 
The principle of completeness focuses upon the extent to which both the identification and 
the communication of material issues and impacts is fair and balanced. Responsiveness 
examines the extent to which a company can demonstrate that it is responding to 
stakeholdeƌs͛ ŵateƌial issues, iŵpaĐts aŶd ĐoŶĐeƌŶs. At the saŵe tiŵe it is iŵpoƌtaŶt to 
ƌeĐogŶize that eǆteƌŶal assessoƌs ǁoƌk to oŶe of tǁo so Đalled ͚leǀels of assuƌaŶĐe͛ ŶaŵelǇ 
͚ƌeasoŶaďle assuƌaŶĐe͛ aŶd ͚liŵited assuƌaŶĐe.͛ IŶ the foƌŵeƌ ͚the assuƌoƌs haǀe Đaƌƌied out 
enough work to be able to make statements about the report which are framed in a positive 
ŵaŶŶeƌ e.g. the ƌepoƌted eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal data aĐĐuƌatelǇ ƌefleĐt͛ ;the ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛sͿ 
͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe.͛ In the latter ͚the assuƌoƌs haǀe oŶlǇ Đaƌƌied out eŶough ǁoƌk 
to make statements about the report which are framed in a negative manner e.g. Nothing 
has come to our attention which causes us to believe that the reported environmental data 
do Ŷot aĐĐuƌatelǇ ƌefleĐt͛ ;the ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛sͿ ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe͛ 
(CorporateRegister.com Limited 2008).  
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A number of benefits are claimed for producing an assurance statement. Perhaps 
most importantly there is the arguments that, as a wide variety of stakeholders increasingly 
share an interest in how companies are discharging their social, environmental, economic 
and ethical responsibilities so the inclusion of a robust and rigorous assurance statement 
within a sustainability report helps to enhance reliability and credibility (Jones and Solomon 
2010). It is also argued that assurance can ͚giǀe a ďoost to (the) internal management of 
CSR, since the process of providing an assurance statement will involve an element of 
management systems cheĐkiŶg͛ in that ͚a Ŷuŵďeƌ of assuƌaŶĐe stateŵeŶts ideŶtifǇ 
shortcomings in underlying data collection systems, thus providing a roadmap for 
iŵpƌoǀeŵeŶt to the ƌepoƌtiŶg ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛ (CSR Europe 2008). More commercially the 
provision of an assurance statement might ďe seeŶ to eŶhaŶĐe ďoth a ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s ƌeputatioŶ 
with its stakeholders and its brand identity. 
 
Food Retailing in the UK 
Food retailing is by far the largest, and arguably the most fiercely competitive sector 
within the UK retail economy and Mintel (2014a) estimated that in 2013 total UK consumer 
spending on food and drink was estimated at £128 billion with 73.2 % being spent on food 
and non-alcoholic drinks and the remaining 26.8 % being spent on alcoholic drinks and 
tobacco products. There are a variety of channels and formats within the UK food market 
with The Institute for Grocery Distribution (2015) estimating that in 2014 ͚hǇpeƌŵaƌkets aŶd 
supeƌstoƌes͛ accounted for approximately 42% of the ͚total gƌoĐeƌǇ ŵaƌket͛ with the 
corresponding figures for ͚sŵall supeƌŵaƌkets͛, ͚ĐoŶǀeŶieŶĐe stoƌes͛, ͚disĐouŶteƌs͛, ͚oŶliŶe͛ 
and ͚otheƌ ƌetaileƌs͛ being 20%, 21%, 7%, 4% and 5%. During the latter decades of the 
twentieth century the large multiple retailers, which collectively trade across all the major 
channels, consistently increased their market share (Department of Environment, Food and 
Rural Affairs 2013) but the UK food retail market is now increasingly seen to be ͚ĐhaŶgiŶg 
fast, ĐausiŶg upheaǀals foƌ seǀeƌal of the loŶg estaďlished leadeƌs͛ (Mintel 2014b). More 
specifically many commentators suggest that large stores are increasingly unwieldy, food 
shopping behaviour is rapidly changing, online shopping is ever more popular and the 
discount food retailers are gaining market share from the traditional large food retailers. 
Nevertheless the market remains extremely concentrated with the top ten retailers 
aĐĐouŶtiŶg foƌ oǀeƌ ϴϱ% of all food ƌetaileƌs͛ sales aŶd just fouƌ of these, ŶaŵelǇ TesĐo, J. 
Sainsbury, Asda (Walmart) and Wm. Morrison sharing a massive 64% share of the market 
(Mintel 2014). 
During the past decade the role of the major food retailers within the food 
production and distribution system has attracted increasing and often heated debate and 
criticism. On the one hand the marked concentration within food retailing in the UK has 
increased the power of the large retailers within their supply chains. On the other hand it 
has brought the retailers into daily contact with a large number, and a wide cross section, of 
consumers. The former has given the large food retailers greater power over producers and 
suppliers while the latter keeps them well attuned to consumer behaviour and allows them 
to develop sophisticated marketing and brand loyalty strategies. Moreover the large food 
retailers are widely recognized as having a significant impact on the environment, economy 
and society. As such the UK Sustainable Development Commission (2008) , for example,  
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argued that ͚as gatekeepeƌs of the food sǇsteŵ, supeƌŵaƌkets aƌe iŶ  a poǁeƌful positioŶ to 
create, a greener, healthier, fairer food system through their influence on supply chains, 
ĐoŶsuŵeƌ ďehaǀioƌ aŶd theiƌ oǁŶ opeƌatioŶs͛.  If the UK GoǀeƌŶŵeŶt͛s poliĐǇ appƌoaĐh to 
sustainability is to work ͚ǁith the gƌaiŶ of ŵaƌkets͛ (Department of Trade and 
Industry/Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 2003) then the large food 
retailers would appear to have a central role to play in helping to deliver more sustainable 
patterns of consumption. 
Frame of Reference and Method of Enquiry 
In an attempt to reǀieǁ hoǁ the UK͛s top teŶ food ƌetaileƌs aƌe currently addressing 
sustainability and  commissioning external assurance and embracing materiality as integral 
parts of their sustainability reporting a two dimensional approach to information collection 
was chosen. During the past deĐade ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ ƌepoƌtiŶg has eǀolǀed fƌoŵ a ŵaƌgiŶal 
pƌaĐtiĐe to a ŵaiŶstƌeaŵ ŵaŶageŵeŶt aŶd ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatioŶs tool͛ (Global Reporting 
Initiative 2007) and Bowen (2003) suggested that the majority of large companies have 
realised the potential of the World Wide Web as a mechanism for reporting sustainability 
commitments and achieǀeŵeŶts. He also aƌgued that the Weď͛s interactivity, updatability 
and its ability to handle complexity adds value to the reporting process. With this in mind in 
JaŶuaƌǇ ϮϬϭϱ the authoƌs uŶdeƌtook aŶ IŶteƌŶet seaƌĐh of eaĐh of the seleĐted ƌetaileƌs͛ 
Đoƌpoƌate ǁeď sites usiŶg the keǇ phƌase ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ ƌepoƌt͛, theŶ seleĐted the ŵost 
recent report/information and searched it digitally using the keywords  ͚assuƌaŶĐe͛ aŶd 
͚ŵateƌialitǇ͛ usiŶg Google as the seaƌĐh eŶgiŶe. The pƌiŶĐipal foĐus of this study is an 
eǆploƌatoƌǇ eǆaŵiŶatioŶ of the ĐuƌƌeŶt sustaiŶaďilitǇ issues ďeiŶg addƌessed ďǇ the UK͛s 
leading food retailers, if and how, they embraced materiality  and commissioned 
independent external assurance, rather than a systematic and detailed comparative 
evaluation of the sustainability reporting policies of these retailers. The specific examples 
and the seleĐted ƋuotatioŶs fƌoŵ the ƌetaileƌs͛ sustaiŶaďility reports /information cited 
below are used for illustrative rather than for comparative purposes.  
In discussing the reliability and validity of information obtained from the Internet 
Saunders et.al. (2009) emphasise the importance of the authority and reputation of the 
source and the citation of a specific contact individual who can be approached for additional 
information. In surveying the top ten UK food retailers the authors were satisfied that these 
two conditions were met. At the same time the authors recognise that the approach chosen 
has its limitations in that there are issues in the extent to which a company's public 
statements genuinely, and in detail, reflect strategic corporate thinking and whether or not 
such pronouncements may be little more than the cynical marketing ploys outlined earlier. 
However given the need to drive forward exploratory research such as this and to begin to 
assess the role retailers are currently playing in promoting sustainability, the internet based 
analysis adopted offers an appropriate approach and an accessible starting point. 
Findings: Sustainability 
 The internet search revealed that seven of the selected food retailers, namely Tesco, 
SaiŶsďuƌǇ͛s, Asda ;WalŵaƌtͿ, Wŵ. MoƌƌisoŶ, The Co-operative Group, Waitrose (John Lewis 
Partnership) and Marks and Spencer posted sustainability reports while the remaining 
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three, namely Aldi, Lidl and Iceland posted a more limited range of information on their 
sustainability policies and achievements. All of the UK͛s top teŶ food ƌetailers stress their 
commitment to the principles of sustainability and to integrating sustainability into their 
core business activity. Marc Bolland, Chief Executive Officer at Marks and Spencer, for 
example, stressed that the company ͚plaŶs to ďeĐoŵe a sustainable, international multi-
ĐhaŶŶel ƌetaileƌ͛ while Sir Charlie Mayfield, the Chairman of the John Lewis Partnership, 
claimed ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ is ĐƌitiĐal to the PaƌtŶeƌship.͛ In a similar vein Philip Clarke, then Chief 
Executive at Tesco argued ͚if ǁe are to succeed in the future, we need to become a 
sustaiŶaďle ƌetaileƌ iŶ eǀeƌǇ seŶse of the ǁoƌd͛ and the company stressed its commitment 
͚to ƌeduĐiŶg ouƌ iŵpaĐt oŶ the eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt͛ and claimed that ͚uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg ouƌ iŵpaĐts 
and addressing them is integral to ouƌ loŶg teƌŵ suĐĐess as a ďusiŶess.͛ Walmart stressed 
that ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal sustaiŶaďilitǇ has ďeĐoŵe an essential ingredient to doing business 
ƌespoŶsiďlǇ aŶd suĐĐessfullǇ͛ and Iceland emphasised that it is ͚Đoŵŵitted to the pƌiŶĐiples 
of sustainabilitǇ.͛ These corporate commitments are evidenced across a range of 
environmental, social and economic agendas. 
The selected food retailers addressed a variety of environmental issues throughout 
the supply chain, namely climate change; carbon emissions; energy consumption energy 
efficiency and renewable energy; waste management; packaging; water consumption and 
water stewardship; natural resource conservation; environmentally friendly products; and 
the land and property holdings. In addressing climate change, Tesco, for example, reported 
͚ǁe ǁaŶt to ďe a zeƌo-ĐaƌďoŶ ďusiŶess ďǇ ϮϬϱϬ͛ and to be ͚iŵpƌoǀiŶg the eŶeƌgǇ effiĐieŶĐǇ of 
our stores and distribution centres, reducing the leakage of refrigerant gases and continuing 
to pioneer the use of natural refrigeratioŶ͛ and that these initiatives ͚tƌaŶslate iŶto 
sigŶifiĐaŶt ƌeduĐtioŶs iŶ ĐaƌďoŶ aŶd otheƌ gƌeeŶhouse gases fƌoŵ ouƌ estate.͛ More 
specifically by 2013/2014 the company reported a 34.7% reduction (against a 2006/2007 
baseline) in carbon dioxide emissions per square foot across its stores and distribution 
centres and suggested that its ͚peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe ĐoŶtiŶues to ďe dƌiǀeŶ ďǇ ouƌ stƌoŶg foĐus oŶ 
reducing refrigerant gas leakage and using less harmful alternatives including natural 
ƌefƌigeƌaŶts.͛ Tesco also reported ͚iŶ additioŶ to ƌeduĐiŶg the ĐaƌďoŶ iŵpaĐt of ouƌ 
operations, we are committed to working with suppliers to do the same for the products we 
sell͛ and the company has conducted a detailed analysis of the total carbon footprint of its 
product range which has allowed it to identify which of its product categories and lifecycle 
stages have the highest carbon intensity. 
The John Lewis Partnership stressed ͚ǁe Ŷeed to pƌoteĐt ouƌ eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt- and our 
ďusiŶess. “o ǁe͛ƌe ƌeduĐiŶg ouƌ ĐaƌďoŶ footpƌiŶt aŶd fiŶding smarter ways to power the 
PaƌtŶeƌship.͛ Further the company argued ͚ǁe ƌeĐogŶise the Ŷeed to adapt aŶd futuƌe-proof 
ouƌ ďusiŶess agaiŶst the iŵpaĐt of Đliŵate ĐhaŶge aŶd ŵiŶiŵise ouƌ ĐoŶtƌiďutioŶ to it.͛ More 
specifically the company suggested that ͚the underpinning theme of our carbon plan is the 
Ŷeed foƌ solutioŶs that aƌe sustaiŶaďle͛ and it reported working to reduce absolute 
operational carbon emissions by 15% by 2020/2021 (against a 2010/2011 baseline). The 
John Lewis Partnership further suggested that looking to achieve this ͚ĐhalleŶgiŶg taƌget͛ 
was ͚the dƌiǀiŶg foƌĐe ďehiŶd iŶŶoǀatioŶ aŶd the deǀelopŵeŶt of Đƌeatiǀe solutioŶs. Looking 
to the future the company reports ͚we aim to maximise our use of low carbon sources and 
see these technologies as a ǀital ĐoŵpoŶeŶt iŶ ouƌ ĐaƌďoŶ ƌeduĐtioŶ plaŶs.͛  The company 
also reported on its initiatives to tackle ͚tƌaŶspoƌt eŵissioŶs to iŶĐƌease effiĐieŶĐǇ aŶd 
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ƌeduĐe ouƌ ĐaƌďoŶ footpƌiŶt͛ and claimed ͚eŶeƌgǇ-efficient trucks, reduced mileage and clear 
targets are helping us distribute and deliver responsibly.  ͛In a similar vein Walmart reported 
on its investment in technologies to reduce energy consumption. These include ͚ĐoŶtiŶuiŶg 
to scale and deploy market-ready efficiency technologies, leveraging our global demand to 
provide scale and certaintǇ to ouƌ supplieƌs͛ and ͚ŵaiŶtaiŶiŶg ouƌ foĐus oŶ testiŶg aŶd 
experimenting with next-generation technologies to accelerate the future of energy 
effiĐieŶĐǇ.͛   
 
Waste reduction and recycling are important components of food ƌetaileƌs͛ 
sustainability commitments. Wm. Morrison, for example, reports a number of initiatives 
designed to reduce customer food waste in the home, waste generated in stores, waste 
generated in the supply chain and packaging under the banner ͚Aǀoiding Waste in the 
CoŵŵuŶitǇ.͛ The company argued, for example, that ͚the issue of food ǁaste iŶ the iŶdustƌǇ 
has ďeeŶ uŶdeƌ iŶĐƌeasiŶg sĐƌutiŶǇ iŶ ƌeĐeŶt Ǉeaƌs͛ and reported on its ͚gƌeat Taste less 
ǁaste͛ Đustoŵeƌ food ǁaste aǁaƌeŶess ĐaŵpaigŶ͛ initially launched in 2008 designed ͚to 
provide customers with helpful straightforward information on how best to plan food 
ďuǇiŶg, stoƌe food oŶĐe ďought aŶd theŶ utilise leftoǀeƌs to ƌeduĐe ǁaste aŶd saǀe ŵoŶeǇ.͛ 
In an attempt to achieve these aims the company provide information in store, on food 
packaging, in its customer magazine and on its website. More generally Wm. Morrison 
provide over 4,000 recycling collection banks in almost 400 of its 630 Stores within the UK 
and it offers ( in Scotland and Wales it sells) its customers both large and small durable and 
recyclable woven shopping bags to help to reduce the use of standard plastic carrier bags. 
The Co-op Group also reported on its commitment to reduce packaging and food waste. The 
company claimed, for example, that ͚ƌeduĐiŶg ouƌ oǁŶ-brand packaging, while also ensuring 
this does not increase other environmental impacts such as product wastage is a priority for 
us͛ and that ͚ǁe also aiŵ to ƌeduĐe ƌaǁ ŵateƌial use ďǇ ŵaǆiŵisiŶg the ƌeĐǇĐlaďilitǇ aŶd the 
recycled ĐoŶteŶt of paĐkagiŶg.͛ 
  
Natural resource conservation has attracted attention from many of the UK͛s top teŶ 
food retailers. There is a growing interest in water stewardship as epitomised for example, 
by the John Lewis Partnership which claimed ͚ǁe aƌe Đommitted to managing our water use 
ĐaƌefullǇ ďeĐause ǁe ƌeĐogŶise the gƌoǁiŶg ĐhalleŶge of ǁateƌ sĐaƌĐitǇ͛ and reported on its 
development of a new strategy for its operational water footprint designed to make more 
effective and efficient use of water resources. The company emphasised that this strategy 
͚ǁill take iŶto aĐĐouŶt the iŶfƌastƌuĐtuƌe, pƌoĐeduƌal aŶd ďehaǀiouƌal ĐhaŶge that ǁill 
deliver ƌeduĐtioŶs͛ aŶd that ͚we will establish a road map of achievement to ensure our 
approach is fully linked to our broader environmental aspirations and be responsive to the 
futuƌe legislatiǀe ĐhaŶges aŶd aŵeŶdŵeŶts to the ǁateƌ ŵaƌket.͛ SaiŶsďuƌǇ͛s stƌesses its 
commitment to ͚deŵoŶstƌate ƌoďust ǁateƌ steǁaƌdship, eŶsuƌiŶg ouƌ supplǇ ĐhaiŶ is 
sustainable in all areas of ǁateƌ ǀulŶeƌaďilitǇ.͛ Walmart claimed to understand ͚that ǁateƌ is 
iŶtƌiŶsiĐ to ouƌ ŵissioŶ of helpiŶg ouƌ Đustoŵeƌs saǀe ŵoŶeǇ aŶd liǀe ďetteƌ liǀes͛  and that 
͚ouƌ ǁateƌ ŵaŶageŵeŶt stƌategǇ foĐuses oŶ ƌeduĐiŶg ǁateƌ ĐoŶsuŵptioŶ iŶ ouƌ opeƌatioŶs 
through the implementation of technology such as high efficiency urinals, low-flow toilets, 
floǁ ƌeduĐeƌs iŶ fauĐets aŶd the ƌeĐoǀeƌǇ of ĐleaŶ ǁateƌ fƌoŵ stoƌe pƌoĐesses.͛ 
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 A number of the selected food retailers stressed their commitment to both 
sustainable sourcing and environmentally friendly products. The John Lewis Partnership, for 
example, claimed ͚ǁe aiŵ to ĐaƌefullǇ souƌĐe ƌaǁ ŵateƌials fƌoŵ loŶg teƌŵ sustaiŶaďle 
supplǇ ĐhaiŶs͛ and that we understand that the sourcing of raw materials can have a 
signifiĐaŶt iŵpaĐt oŶ people, eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶts aŶd eĐosǇsteŵs, if Ŷot ŵaŶaged ĐoŶsideƌaďlǇ.͛ 
More specifically the company reports on its achievements in the sustainable sourcing of 
fish, soǇa aŶd palŵ oil aŶd oŶ its spoŶsoƌship of the ͚MaƌiŶe CoŶseƌǀatioŶ SoĐietǇ Good 
Fish͛ ŵoďile phoŶe app desigŶed to help consumers in choosing fish products. Marks and 
Spencer reports on its initiatives designed ͚to iŵpƌoǀe ouƌ souƌĐiŶg of sustaiŶaďle ƌaǁ 
ŵateƌials foƌ food͛, that it had ͚ŵoƌe thaŶ douďled the pƌopoƌtioŶ of pƌoduĐts from food 
suppliers that meet our Silver Standard for sustainable food factories from 8% to 19% in just 
oŶe Ǉeaƌ͛ and that ͚all ouƌ ǁild fish Đoŵes fƌoŵ the ŵost sustaiŶaďle souƌĐes aǀailaďle aŶd 
that ǁe͛ǀe deǀeloped M&“ “eleĐt Faƌŵ AssuƌaŶĐe Đodes of pƌactice for salmon, shrimp and 
fish feed.͛ 
 
 A wide range of social issues are also important elements in the top ten food 
ƌetaileƌs͛ Đoƌpoƌate ĐoŵŵitŵeŶts to sustaiŶaďilitǇ aŶd a Ŷuŵďeƌ of ĐoŵŵoŶ theŵes ĐaŶ ďe 
identified including responsible trading and sourcing, diversity and equality of opportunity, 
training and development, food safety, working conditions at suppliers, and health and 
safety within the workplace, links with local communities, and charitable donations. Tesco, 
for example, recognised that ͚we operate in a competitive dynamic industry which is 
ĐhaŶgiŶg at a fasteƌ paĐe thaŶ eǀeƌ ďefoƌe͛ and claimed that ͚ďuildiŶg stƌoŶg paƌtŶeƌships 
with trusted suppliers so that we can deliver high quality safe products that are responsibly 
produced for our Đustoŵeƌs at affoƌdaďle pƌiĐes.͛ The company, a founding member of the 
Ethical Trading Initiative, also reports that ͚ǁe ŵoŶitoƌ ĐoŵpliaŶĐe thƌough supplieƌ audits͛  
and on its ͚pioŶeeƌiŶg oŶliŶe supplieƌ ĐoŵŵuŶities͛ that ͚pƌoǀide a fƌee Ŷetǁoƌk foƌ suppliers 
to talk to us, shaƌe adǀiĐe aŶd leaƌŶ ďest pƌaĐtiĐe.͛ Under the banner ͚‘espoŶsiďle ‘etailiŶg͛ 
the Co-op Group recognised ͚ǁe haǀe a sigŶifiĐaŶt iŵpaĐt oŶ the health aŶd ǁellďeiŶg of 
ouƌ Đustoŵeƌs͛ and reported that ͚ƌespoŶsiďle ƌetailiŶg is a keǇ stƌategic priority and we 
focus on ensuring that a range of healthier and higher welfare choices are available to 
customers across a range of budgets.  More specifically the company recognised that the UK 
diet contains higher levels of salt, fat and sugar than those recommended by the UK 
government and that over 25% of UK adults are classed as being clinically obese and reports 
that it is committed to ͚ƌeduĐiŶg salt, satuƌated fat aŶd sugaƌ iŶ keǇ pƌoduĐts aŶd laďelliŶg 
our products in a way that enables custoŵeƌs to ŵake iŶfoƌŵed ĐhoiĐes.͛ Under the banner 
͚souƌĐiŶg ǁith iŶtegƌitǇ͛ SaiŶsďuƌǇ͛s ƌepoƌted its ĐoŵŵitŵeŶt to ͚souƌĐe all ouƌ keǇ ƌaǁ 
ŵateƌial aŶd Đoŵŵodities sustaiŶaďlǇ to aŶ iŶdepeŶdeŶt staŶdaƌd͛,  ͚hit £ϭ ďillioŶ sales of 
faiƌlǇ tƌaded pƌoduĐts͛  and to ͚eŶsuƌe all ouƌ ŵeat, poultƌǇ, eggs, gaŵe aŶd daiƌǇ pƌoduĐts 
ǁill ďe souƌĐed fƌoŵ supplieƌs ǁho adheƌe to iŶdepeŶdeŶt higheƌ ǁelfaƌe staŶdaƌds.͛ 
 
All the selected food retailers emphasised their commitment to their employees, and 
diversity and equality of opportunity, employee satisfaction and staff training and 
development are dominant themes. Iceland, for example, stressed its commitment to 
making the company ͚a gƌeat plaĐe to ǁoƌk͛ while Tesco reports on its commitments to its 
employees under the banner ͚ďeiŶg a gƌeat eŵploǇeƌ.͛  Tesco further reports that ͚ǁe ǁoƌk 
to Đƌeate oppoƌtuŶities at eǀeƌǇ stage of aŶ iŶdiǀidual͛s Đaƌeeƌ so that theǇ ĐaŶ aĐhieǀe theiƌ 
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aspiƌatioŶs͛ and that ͚ǁe aƌe iŶtƌoduĐiŶg a Ŷeǁ People PlaŶ aĐƌoss ouƌ ŵaƌkets foƌ 
2014/2015 to ensure that all colleagues are empowered to do their best in a happy healthy, 
high peƌfoƌŵiŶg teaŵ.͛ In illustrating these commitments the company outlined the 
opportunities it offers in embarking on the career ladder, in providing development training 
programmes in mid and advanced careers and in offering flexible retirement arrangements 
for older employees. Marks and Spencer argued that ͚to ŵatĐh ouƌ aŵďitioŶs ǁe Ŷeed 
eŵploǇees ǁith a diǀeƌsitǇ of skills aŶd eǆpeƌieŶĐes ͚ and reports that it has ͚trialled a 
scheme through which 30 female business leaders from across our business have mentored 
ϯϬ ǇouŶg feŵale studeŶts atteŶdiŶg sĐhools iŶ disadǀaŶtaged aƌeas of the UK.͛  
  
Support for local communities and charitable contributions are also prominent 
themes. The Co-op Group, for example, claims that ͚soĐial ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ lies at the heaƌt of 
the co-opeƌatiǀe appƌoaĐh͛ and that it is ͚iŶǀestiŶg iŶ aŶd suppoƌtiŶg ĐoŵŵuŶities aĐƌoss the 
UK͛ and ͚pƌoŵotiŶg a ŵoƌe eƋual aŶd iŶĐlusiǀe soĐietǇ.͛ The company reports that its 
͚ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ iŶǀestŵeŶt͛ includes ͚ouƌ doŶatioŶ of ŵoŶeǇ, goods aŶd tiŵe- along with 
donations by employees, customers, members and suppliers that we have facilitated -
thƌough ǁhiĐh ǁe seek to ďuild ŵoƌe sustaiŶaďle ĐoŵŵuŶities.͛ The Co-op Group also 
reports on its ͚GƌeeŶ “Đhools ‘eǀolutioŶ͛ under which over 6,000 schools within the UK have 
now subscribed to a sustainability education programme and on its ͚Fƌoŵ Faƌŵ to Foƌk ͚ 
initiative which has enabled almost 20,000 primary school children to visit working farms 
since 2005. Some of the selected food retailers provide details of their specific charity 
partners. Lidl, for example, reports that it has ͚teaŵed up with CLIC “aƌgeŶt͛ to help ͚ƌaise 
funds foƌ ĐhildƌeŶ suffeƌiŶg fƌoŵ ĐaŶĐeƌ͛ while Wm. Morrison reported on its ͚ĐhaƌitǇ 
paƌtŶeƌships͛ ǁith ͚Saǀe the ChildƌeŶ͛, ͚Faŵilies aŶd SĐhools Togetheƌ͛ aŶd ͛Eat, Sleep, 
Learn, Play.͛  This latter charity, for example, supports needy families in the UK and provides 
access to the basic essentials for children during their early years.   
 
Economic dimensions of sustainability generally receive less explicit attention from 
the UK͛s leadiŶg food ƌetaileƌs ďut iŶĐlude eŵploǇŵeŶt ĐƌeatioŶ aŶd pƌoǀidiŶg ǀalue foƌ 
customers, supporting national and local businesses, contributing to economic value added, 
and building shareholder value. The John Lewis Partnership, for example, reported ͚iŶ a 
challenging economic environment where unemployment remains high we are pleased to 
have been able to create 6,300 new jobs around the country this year through head office, 
ďƌaŶĐh opeŶiŶgs aŶd ďǇ gƌoǁiŶg ouƌ distƌiďutioŶ opeƌatioŶs.͛ More specifically the company 
reported ͚to suppoƌt Waitƌose͛s gƌoǁth iŶ the Ŷoƌth of EŶglaŶd aŶd “ĐotlaŶd ouƌ distƌiďutioŶ 
centre in Leyland, Lancashire opened in August. The opening has initially created 250 jobs 
including specialist and support roles such as warehouse and transport managers, catering 
aŶd ŵaiŶteŶaŶĐe.͛ Tesco listed ͚ĐƌeatiŶg oppoƌtuŶities͛ as one of its ͚thƌee ďig aŵďitioŶs͛ 
and reported that ͚ǁe ǁaŶt to do ŵoƌe thaŶ siŵplǇ Đƌeate Ŷeǁ oppoƌtuŶities ǁithiŶ ouƌ oǁŶ 
operations. We want to help equip young people with the key employability skills that will 
help theŵ iŶ ǁhateǀeƌ Đaƌeeƌ theǇ deĐide to puƌsue.͛ More specifically Sainsbury͛s ƌepoƌted 
its commitment ͚to pƌoǀide ϱϬ,ϬϬϬ Ŷeǁ UK joď oppoƌtuŶities͛ by 2010. 
 
The Co-op Group claimed ͚ǁe aƌe stƌoŶg suppoƌteƌs of Bƌitish faƌŵeƌs aŶd faƌŵiŶg͛, 
that ͚ǁe aƌe Đoŵŵitted to iŶĐƌeasiŶg ouƌ iŶǀestŵeŶt iŶ UK souƌĐiŶg thƌough ǁhiĐh ǁe aiŵ 
to suppoƌt loĐal eĐoŶoŵies aŶd UK faƌŵeƌs͛ and that ͚iŶ “epteŵďeƌ ϮϬϭϯ ǁe ƌeiŶfoƌĐed ouƌ 
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commitment to UK farmers by converting number of key product ranges (including food-to-
go, chilled ready meals and pies) to 100% British meat, poultry and fish wherever possiďle.͛ 
Wm. Morrison stressed its commitment to ͚ǀalue ǁithout Đoŵpƌoŵise͛ with the focus being 
on continuing ͚to ďe a ǀalue-led gƌoĐeƌ͛ and the company reported that ͚ďuǇiŶg, ŵakiŶg aŶd 
moving a large proportion of our own supply also helps us to reduce our costs and make our 
food affoƌdaďle, ǁhilst ƌeduĐiŶg ouƌ ǁaste aŶd eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal iŵpaĐt.͛ More generally the 
Co-op Group emphasised its economic value added, namely the contribution of commercial 
organisations to national wealth creation and the benefits they deliver to shareholders, and 
reported that ͚iŶ ϮϬϭϯ ǁe ĐoŶtƌiďuted £Ϯ.ϭ ďillioŶ to ŶatioŶal ǁealth.͛ 
 
Findings: Materiality  
The ƌeǀieǁ of the seleĐted ƌetaileƌs͛ sustaiŶaďilitǇ ƌepoƌts ƌeǀealed ŵaƌked 
variations in the extent to which they embraced materiality as part of the reporting process. 
Siǆ of the ƌetaileƌs ŶaŵelǇ SaiŶsďuƌǇ͛s, Walŵaƌt, Wm. Morrison, Marks and Spencer, the Co-
operative Group and Kingfisher drew attention to the materiality process in producing their 
sustainability report. While the other four selected retailers, namely Tesco, the John Lewis 
Partnership, Alliance Boots and the Home Retail Group, drew attention in various ways to 
the priorities that informed and underpinned their sustainability reports, an essential initial 
element in determining materiality, they provided no explicit commentary on materiality 
per se.  
Marks and Spencer, for example, recognised that the company faces a wide range of 
environmental, social and ethical challenges and that it has to ͚to ŵaŶage a ĐoŶtinually 
eǀolǀiŶg set of issues.͛ More specifically Marks and Spencer reports that its sustainability 
commitments were͛ assessed for materiality by M&S management, who ranked them in 
terms of their importance to stakeholders and importance to M&S on a 3x3 matƌiǆ.͛ The two 
axes of this matrix, namely importance to stakeholders and importance to M& S, are divided 
into three categories namely high, medium and low. In terms of importance to stakeholders, 
the high category includes issues that are ͚fƌeƋueŶtlǇ featured in the media, raised by key 
stakeholders oƌ iŶ keǇ sustaiŶaďilitǇ ďeŶĐhŵaƌks͛ while the low category includes issues 
which generally do not attract significant attention. In a similar vein the high and low 
categories in terms of importance to Marks and Spencer contain issues that are important in 
͚suppoƌtiŶg ďusiŶess stƌategǇ foƌ a laƌge paƌt of M&“ opeƌatioŶs͛ and those ͚suppoƌtiŶg 
ďusiŶess stƌategǇ foƌ a sŵall paƌt of M&“ opeƌatioŶs͛ respectively. While Marks and 
SpeŶĐeƌ͛s ŵaŶageŵeŶt aƌe ƌepoƌted to have played the major role in positioning issues 
within the matrix these positions were ͚ƌeǀieǁed aŶd aŵeŶded ǁheƌe ŶeĐessaƌǇ aĐĐoƌdiŶg 
to diƌeĐtioŶ fƌoŵ EƌŶst aŶd YouŶg.͛ Marks and Spencer also reported that some 40 issues 
were rated as being of high importance to stakeholders and of high or medium importance 
to the company. Only issues in these two categories within the materiality matrix are 
independently assured whilst the remaining seven categories are internally audited and 
assured. 
SaiŶsďuƌǇ͛s aŶd Wm. Morrison also report on employing a matrix approach in 
deteƌŵiŶiŶg ŵateƌialitǇ. SaiŶsďuƌǇ͛s, foƌ eǆaŵple, Đlaiŵed that its ͚ŵateƌialitǇ pƌoĐess helps 
us to focus on areas of most significance –ďoth foƌ ouƌ ďusiŶess aŶd the ǁideƌ ǁoƌld͛ and 
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this process of focusing on the most material issues helps us to make a more direct link 
between our commercial strategy and the challenges we face regarding responsible 
opeƌatioŶs.͛ SaiŶsďuƌǇ͛s ƌepoƌted that it ͚aŶalǇsed a ǁide ƌaŶge of iŶfoƌŵatioŶ to 
understand the keǇ issues foƌ diffeƌeŶt gƌoups of people͛ and that it then prioritised these 
issues on a matrix whose two axes were ͚poteŶtial ďusiŶess iŵpaĐt͛ and ͚stakeholdeƌ 
ĐoŶĐeƌŶ.͛ Wm. Morrison  reports addressing a wider constituency in determining materiality 
in that ͚ǁe ŵoŶitoƌ the ǁideƌ issues that affeĐt ouƌ ďusiŶess, take specialist advice, actively 
eŶgage ǁith ouƌ stakeholdeƌs, aŶd theŶ aŶalǇse ƌisks aŶd oppoƌtuŶities͛ before ͚plottiŶg 
theŵ oŶ a ŵateƌialitǇ ŵatƌiǆ.͛ Wm. Morrison also reports that it has developed arnge of 
company key performance indicators to drive and measure change.  
The Co-operative Group also claimed that its ͚ŵateƌialitǇ deĐisioŶ-making process 
eŶsuƌes that ǁe foĐus oŶ the issues that ŵatteƌ ŵost to ouƌ stakeholdeƌs aŶd ouƌ ďusiŶess͛ 
and more specifically on ͚the issues that ƌefleĐt ouƌ sigŶifiĐaŶt soĐial, eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal aŶd 
eĐoŶoŵiĐ iŵpaĐt aŶd that iŶflueŶĐe ouƌ stakeholdeƌs͛ assessŵeŶt aŶd deĐisioŶ ŵakiŶg.͛ In 
identifying which issues are material and in determining their significance the Co-operative 
Group consider a number of internal and external factors and a range of mechanisms. These 
include ͚ĐoŶsideƌiŶg issues ƌaised ďǇ ouƌ ŵeŵďeƌs ;e.g .through the democratic process and 
our membership engagement strategy) and other stakeholders (e.g. through customer 
participation in ethical policy formulation and employee and customer surveys) as well as 
considering business and society issues (as expressed through our business strategies and 
risk management processes, societal norms and emerging issues, external reporting 
staŶdaƌds aŶd ďeŶĐhŵaƌks.͛ However the company eschews ͚siŵplǇ ŵappiŶg these oŶto a 
ŵateƌialitǇ ŵatƌiǆ͛ and argued that such an approach ͚is Ŷot alǁaǇs effeĐtiǀe ǁheŶ dealiŶg 
with the daily reality of evaluating and responding to ethiĐal aŶd sustaiŶaďilitǇ ĐhalleŶges.͛ 
Rather the Co-opeƌatiǀe Gƌoup͛s ͚appƌoaĐh is to detail these ǀaƌious iŶputs aŶd theŶ set out 
the ŵateƌial iŵpoƌtaŶĐe of eaĐh issue͛ in its sustainability report. The company reported on 
its material issues under three overarching headings namely ͚soĐial ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ͛, 
pƌoteĐtiŶg the eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt͛ and ͚deliǀeƌiŶg ǀalue to ouƌ stakeholdeƌs͛ across some 15 
thematic issues including climate change, water and chemicals, international communities, 
promoting equality, suppliers and supply chains and employees. 
Although the other four selected retailers stressed a number of priorities in their 
sustainability reports they did not explicitly refer to the concept of materiality. Tesco, for 
example, reported ͚ǁe haǀe staƌted to tackle three urgent issues facing society- food waste, 
health aŶd Ǉouth uŶeŵploǇŵeŶt͛ and ͚hoǁ ǁe aƌe stƌeŶgtheŶiŶg ouƌ ǁoƌk iŶ fouƌ esseŶtial 
areas- trading responsibly, reducing our impact on the environment, being a great employer 
and supporting local communities- ǁhiĐh aƌe fuŶdaŵeŶtal to the ǁaǇ ǁe do ďusiŶess͛ but 
offered no information on the processes involved in determining these goals. The Home 
Retail Group identified five ͚good ďusiŶess pƌiŶĐiples͛, namely shoppiŶg foƌ toŵoƌƌoǁ͛, 
͚ďuildiŶg a gƌeat plaĐe to ǁoƌk͛, ͚ďeiŶg a good Ŷeighďouƌ͛, ͚keepiŶg ĐleaŶ aŶd gƌeeŶ͛ and 
͛souƌĐiŶg ǁith Đaƌe͛ ďut the ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s sustaiŶaďilitǇ ƌepoƌt pƌoǀided Ŷo iŶfoƌŵatioŶ oŶ hoǁ 
it determined these principles. While the John Lewis Partnership did not explicitly address 
materiality in its 2014 ͚“ustaiŶaďilitǇ ‘eǀieǁ͛ the company reported that ͚foƌ ϮϬϭϰ-2015 we 
are introducing a sustainability materiality assessment process to update our views of the 
issues that are most material to our business, so that we can better set our priorities and 
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theŶ plaŶ aŶd iŶǀest aĐĐoƌdiŶglǇ.͛ Further the John Lewis Partnership stressed that this 
process ͚ǁill iŶǀolǀe iŶteƌǀieǁs ǁith seŶioƌ ŵaŶageŵeŶt aĐƌoss the PaƌtŶeƌship, as ǁell as 
our key stakeholders, to understand what matters most to them, to the business and to 
ǁideƌ soĐietǇ.͛              
Findings: External Assurance  
The findings reveal that fiǀe of the UK͛s top teŶ food ƌetaileƌs, ŶaŵelǇ, TesĐo, Wŵ. 
Morrison., Marks and Spencer, the John Lewis Partnership and the Co-operative Group, 
which publicly reporting on sustainability included independent assurance statements in 
their sustainability reports. Two of the selected food retailers, namely Marks and Spencer 
and the Co-operative Group, which included assurance statements in their sustainability 
ƌepoƌts, also pƌoǀided aŶ ͚eǆteƌŶal ĐoŵŵeŶtaƌǇ͛ oŶ theiƌ ƌepoƌts, as did SaiŶsďuƌǇ͛s. 
Walmart reported that its report is ͚Ŷot eǆteƌŶallǇ assuƌed͛ and the remaining three food 
retailers made no mention of independent assurance of, or external input to, the limited 
sustainability information they posted on their corporate web sites. The five external 
assurance statements vary in their content and approach and in the character of the 
information provided. There was some variation in the scope and coverage of the reports 
and while the assurance statement for The Co-operative Group, for example, covered ͚all 
the keǇ data aŶd Đlaiŵs͛ iŶ the ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s ƌepoƌt, the Two Toŵoƌƌoǁ͛s assuƌaŶĐe stateŵeŶt 
for the John Lewis Partnership covered ͚gƌeeŶhouse gas eŵissioŶs͛, ͚opeƌatioŶal ǁaste͛ and 
ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ iŶǀestŵeŶts͛ and the assurance report undertaken for Tesco by Environmental 
Resource Management covered ͚ĐaƌďoŶ aŶd food ǁaste.͛ 
All five assurance statements provided limited assurance as described earlier and in 
addressing the assurance process all assessors generally provided an outline of the 
methodology they employed to gather evidence and of the criteria they employed to guide 
their judgements. In its assurance statement for the John Lewis Partnership for example, 
Two Tomorrow interviewed ͚ƌeleǀaŶt ŵaŶageŵeŶt ƌespoŶsiďle foƌ the thƌee aƌeas of foĐus͛ 
(outlined above), ͚to gain an understanding of how these issues aƌe ŵaŶaged͛; ͚ƌeǀieǁiŶg 
gƌeeŶhouse gas eŵissioŶs ďǇ ĐheĐkiŶg eŵissioŶ faĐtoƌs…..aŶd saŵple Đhecks of consolidated 
data͛; and ͚ƌeǀieǁiŶg aŶd saŵple ĐheĐkiŶg the ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ data ŵeasuƌeŵeŶt, ĐolleĐtioŶ 
aŶd ĐoŶsolidatioŶ pƌoĐess.͛ In producing the assurance statement for Marks and Spencer, 
for example, Ernst and Young, reported undertaking a review of progress the company had 
ŵade iŶ ƌelatioŶ to seleĐtioŶ of its sustaiŶaďilitǇ ĐoŵŵitŵeŶts, of the ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s appƌoaĐh 
to stakeholder engagement and of relevant documentation and interviewed a selection of 
the ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s ŵaŶageƌs ƌespoŶsiďle foƌ ŵaŶagiŶg pƌogress  towards sustainability 
commitments. In undertaking external assurance for Wm. Morrison, DNV-GL, undertook a 
range of activities including interviews with selected directors and senior managers 
responsible for sustainability issues and a review of selected evidence to support the issues 
disĐussed aŶd a ǀisit to oŶe of the ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s stoƌes ͚to assess ǁhetheƌ iŶitiatiǀes aŶd 
aĐtiǀities detailed iŶ the ƌeǀieǁ aligŶed ǁith those takiŶg plaĐe iŶ stoƌe.͛  
Some of the assurance statements addressed the principles of inclusivity and 
responsiveness mentioned earlier and all included an outline of findings and a concluding 
summary. In outlining its findings on inclusivity for Marks and Spencer Ernst and Young 
reported ͚ǁe aƌe Ŷot aǁaƌe of aŶǇ keǇ stakeholdeƌ gƌoups that have been excluded from 
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eŶgageŵeŶt͛ and ͚ǁe aƌe Ŷot aǁaƌe of aŶǇ ŵatteƌs that ǁould lead us to ĐoŶĐlude that 
Maƌks aŶd “peŶĐeƌ had Ŷot applied the iŶĐlusiǀitǇ pƌiŶĐiples iŶ deǀelopiŶg its appƌoaĐh.͛ In 
addressing the principle of responsiveness in Wm. Morrison͛s sustainability report Two 
Tomorrows reported ͚MoƌƌisoŶs ĐoŶtiŶue to deǀelop the ŵatuƌitǇ of its deďate aƌouŶd 
sustaiŶaďilitǇ issues͛ and that the company ͚has deŵoŶstƌated ƌespoŶsiǀeŶess to the ǀieǁs 
of the Bƌitish faƌŵiŶg ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ.͛ The DNV-GL assurance statement for the Co-operative 
Group, for example, concluded ͚oŶ the ďasis of the ǁoƌk uŶdeƌtakeŶ, ŶothiŶg Đaŵe to ouƌ 
attention to suggest that the report does not properly describe the Co-opeƌatiǀe͛s adheƌeŶĐe 
to the principles or its perfoƌŵaŶĐe͛ and that ͚iŶ teƌŵs of data aĐĐuƌaĐǇ, ŶothiŶg Đaŵe to ouƌ 
attention that data have not been properly collated from information reported at 
opeƌatioŶal leǀel.͛ IŶ a siŵilaƌ ǀeiŶ Tǁo Toŵoƌƌoǁ͛s assuƌaŶĐe foƌ Wŵ. MoƌƌisoŶ fouŶd ͚oŶ 
the basis of work undertaken, nothing came to our attention to suggest that the review does 
not pƌopeƌlǇ desĐƌiďe MoƌƌisoŶ͛s adheƌeŶĐe to the pƌiŶĐiples oƌ its peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe.͛ 
That said in all five assurance statements the assessors also make recommendations 
which highlight some of the limitations of the sustainability reporting process. In its 
assurance statement for the John Lewis Partnership, DNV-GL reported that ͚ƌaǁ data foƌ 
ƌefƌigeƌaŶts is Ŷot alǁaǇs ƌeadilǇ aĐĐessiďle͛   and that ͚the data ĐoŶsolidatioŶ pƌoĐess is 
largelǇ ŵaŶual, theƌe eǆists the possiďilitǇ foƌ eƌƌoƌs͛ and recommended that the company 
͚ĐoŶtiŶue to iŵpƌoǀe data ĐolleĐtioŶ Đoǀeƌage.͛ In providing assurance for Marks and 
Spencer, Ernst and Young noted that the company had made new sustainability 
commitments to wood waste and farming and argued that  the company ͚ǁill Ŷeed to ĐleaƌlǇ 
define the outcomes to be achieved from these commitments and ensure that it can measure 
pƌogƌess toǁaƌds these outĐoŵes ǁith ŵeaŶiŶgful ŵetƌiĐs.͛ Two Tomorrows reported that 
data ĐolleĐtioŶ iŶ ŵaŶǇ aƌeas of Wŵ. MoƌƌisoŶ ǁas ͚largely a manual process, with 
information provided from different sources using a range of collation techniques and 
ĐoǀeƌiŶg ǀaƌious ƌepoƌtiŶg peƌiods͛ aŶd it ƌeĐoŵŵeŶded that ͚Morrisons should continue 
improving their methods of data collection and, where feasible, automate the process to 
iŶĐƌease aĐĐuƌaĐǇ aŶd suppoƌt a ŵoǀe toǁaƌds ƌeal tiŵe ƌepoƌtiŶg.͛ 
Three companies, namely, the Co-operative Group, Marks and Spencer and 
SaiŶsďuƌǇ͛s, iŶĐluded aŶ ͚eǆpeƌt opinion/ eǆteƌŶal ĐoŵŵeŶtaƌǇ͛ iŶ theiƌ sustaiŶaďilitǇ 
reports. Jonathan Porritt, the Founder Director of Forum for the Future, provided a one 
page personal ͚ĐoŵŵeŶtaƌǇ͛ as paƌt of the sustaiŶaďilitǇ reports produced by Marks and 
Spencer and the Co-operative Group while Sally Uren, Chief Executive of Forum for the 
Futuƌe, pƌoǀided a half page  ͚eǆpeƌt opiŶioŶ͛ foƌ SaiŶsďuƌǇ͛s. IŶ his ĐoŵŵeŶtaƌǇ foƌ the Co-
operative Group Jonathon Porritt suggested that ͚to saǇ ϮϬϭϯ ǁas a diffiĐult Ǉeaƌ foƌ The Co-
operative would ďe a sigŶifiĐaŶt uŶdeƌstateŵeŶt͛ but argued ͚the daǇ to daǇ sustaiŶaďilitǇ 
work was pursued throughout 2013 with undiminished enthusiasm, not just by the full-time 
sustainability staff, but by the thousands of co-operative employees involved in different 
paƌts of the pƌogƌaŵŵe.͛ Further Jonathon Porritt claimed that ͚the leǀel of iŶǀestŵeŶt ďaĐk 
iŶto the ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ ;ďoth heƌe iŶ the UK aŶd oǀeƌseasͿ ƌeŵaiŶs hugelǇ iŵpƌessiǀe͛ as does 
the ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s ͚ĐoŶtiŶuiŶg ĐoŵŵitŵeŶt to sustaiŶaďle eŶeƌgǇ.͛ Sally Uren͛s ͚eǆteƌŶal ǀieǁ͛ 
desĐƌiďed SaiŶsďuƌǇ͛s ĐoŵŵitŵeŶt to sustaiŶaďilitǇ as a story of ͚ĐoŶtiŶuous iŵpƌoǀeŵeŶt͛ 
which included ͚flashes of tƌulǇ pioŶeeƌiŶg pƌaĐtiĐe͛ and suggested that ͚“aiŶsďuƌǇ͛s has 
articulated that real value goes beyond simply cost and championed what it means to deliver 
a sustaiŶaďle food sǇsteŵ foƌ the futuƌe.͛ 
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Discussion 
While all of the UK͛s top teŶ food ƌetaileƌs ƌeĐogŶise aŶd puďliĐlǇ ƌepoƌt oŶ a ǁide 
range of impacts their businesses have on the environment, society and the economy there 
is some variation in the extent, nature and detail of the sustainability reporting process. As 
suĐh this ŵaǇ ƌefleĐt the ƌealitǇ that the UK͛s leadiŶg food ƌetaileƌs all have their own 
individual styles and strategic imperatives and that they are at the start of a long and 
potentially difficult journey towards sustainability. Marks and Spencer, for example, has 
been reported as arguing that currently ͚Ŷo ďusiŶess iŶ the ǁoƌld ĐaŶ Đlaiŵ to haǀe Đoŵe 
ƌeŵotelǇ Đlose to sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ (Barry and Calver 2009). A number of sets of issues merit 
attention and careful reflection. Given the wide range of the sustainability agendas and 
issues ĐuƌƌeŶtlǇ ďeiŶg addƌessed ďǇ the UK͛s leadiŶg food ƌetaileƌs, it will not always be 
straightforward to align what may be competing and contradictory strategic goals and 
deĐisioŶs. At the stƌategiĐ leǀel, foƌ eǆaŵple, TesĐo͛s ĐoŵŵitŵeŶts to ͚souƌĐe suĐh aŶ 
enormous range of products and to get them to so many millions of people, conveniently 
every day and at affordable prices͛ and the decisions associated with these commitments 
ŵaǇ thƌeateŶ otheƌ ĐoŵŵitŵeŶts, foƌ eǆaŵple, to ͚ƌeduĐiŶg ouƌ iŵpaĐt oŶ the eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt͛ 
and encouraging ͚ouƌ Đolleagues aŶd Đustoŵeƌs to liǀe healthieƌ liǀes. When addressing 
sourcing policies, for example, retailers may have to assess whether the environmental 
costs of importing fresh fruit and vegetables from Africa are outweighed by the social 
benefits of trading with less developed economies.  Here food retailers may have to make 
difficult trade-offs between competing goals. At the store level managers who are working 
to meet what may be ever demanding operational and financial targets and /or to achieve 
performance related bonuses may, for example, when facing problems in staff scheduling, 
put employees under pressure to work outside the hours that suit their work/life balance or 
may refuse to release employees for training and retail education programmes. 
 There are issues about the ways in which the top ten food retailers construct their 
sustainability agendas within what is a dynamic retail marketplace. While all of the selected 
retailers explicitly stress their commitment to sustainability they can be seen to be 
individually and collectively constructing a specific and narrow definition of the concept. 
Such a definition is built around business efficiency and the search for competitive 
advantage and can be seen to be driven as much by business imperatives as by a concern 
with sustainability. Thus while many of the environmental initiatives addressed in the 
sustainability reports are designed to reduce energy and water consumption and waste 
eŵissioŶs, foƌ eǆaŵple, theǇ also ƌeduĐe ƌetaileƌs͛ Đosts. IŶ a siŵilaƌ ǀeiŶ the ƌetaileƌs͛ 
commitments to their employees focusing for example, upon good working conditions, the 
work/life balance health and safety at work and training and retail education, all help to 
pƌoŵote staďilitǇ, seĐuƌitǇ, loǇaltǇ aŶd effiĐieŶĐǇ ǁithiŶ the ǁoƌkfoƌĐe. The UK͛s leadiŶg 
retailers might thus be seen to have constructed sustainability agendas, which are driven 
primarily, though not necessarily exclusively, by their own commercial interests. The accent 
being on efficiency gains across a wide range of economic, social and environmental issues 
rather than on maintaining the viability of natural ecosystems and reducing demands on 
finite natural resources.  
Technological innovation has been widely seen to offer a means of promoting 
production efficiency and of being important in enabling the transition to a more 
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sustainable future. Schor (2005), for example, suggests ͚ŵuĐh of the liteƌatuƌe oŶ 
sustaiŶaďle ĐoŶsuŵptioŶ has foĐused upoŶ teĐhŶologiĐal solutioŶs͛ and claims that 
͚adǀoĐates of teĐhŶologiĐal solutioŶs aƌgue that ŵoƌe iŶtelligeŶt desigŶ aŶd teĐhŶologiĐal 
innovation can dramatically reduce or even stop the depletion of ecological resources, as 
ǁell as eliŵiŶate toǆiĐ ĐheŵiĐals aŶd eĐosǇsteŵ disƌuptioŶ.͛ However Huesemann (2003) 
suggests a number of reasons ͚ǁhǇ teĐhŶologiĐal iŵpƌoǀeŵeŶts iŶ eĐo-efficiency alone will 
be insufficieŶt to ďƌiŶg aďout a tƌaŶsitioŶ to sustaiŶaďilitǇ.͛ Schor (2005) further argued that 
͚the populaƌitǇ of teĐhŶologiĐal solutioŶs is also attƌiďutaďle to the faĐt that theǇ aƌe 
apolitiĐal, aŶd do Ŷot ĐhalleŶge ŵaĐƌostƌuĐtuƌes of pƌoduĐtioŶ aŶd ĐoŶsuŵptioŶ͛ and that 
͚theǇ fail to addƌess iŶĐƌeases iŶ the sĐale of pƌoduĐtioŶ aŶd ĐoŶsuŵptioŶ, soŵetiŵes eǀeŶ 
arguing that such increases are not unsustainable if enough natural-capital-saving technical 
ĐhaŶge oĐĐuƌs.͛   
That said the ƌetaileƌs͛ ĐuƌƌeŶt ĐoŶstƌuĐtioŶ of sustainability which emphasises 
efficiency, can be interpreted, for example, as being consistent with the UK goǀeƌŶŵeŶt͛s 
vision for sustainability which looks to ͚eŶĐouƌagiŶg eĐoŶoŵiĐ gƌoǁth ǁhile pƌoteĐtiŶg the 
environment and improving our quality of life͛ (Department for Environment, Food and Rural 
Affairs 2013). This in turn raises questions about complexity and ambiguity in defining 
sustainable consumption, about the nature of the relationship between the state and retail 
capital and about the locus of power within that relationship.  French (2002), for example, 
argues that many states within advanced capitalist societies have sought to ͚iŵpleŵeŶt 
sustainability through a restricted public sphere paradigm which places greater emphasis on 
the corporate iŵpeƌatiǀe͛ namely that the state must not jeopardise ͚the ĐoŵpetitiǀeŶess of 
doŵiĐiled Đoƌpoƌate iŶteƌests iŶ the ǁideƌ gloďalized eĐoŶoŵǇ͛. With this in mind he views 
the role of the state in the definition and promotion of sustainability as a controversial one 
and he argues that ͚theƌe is a ďalaŶĐe to ďe dƌaǁŶ soŵeǁheƌe ďetǁeeŶ oǀeƌlǇ pƌesĐƌiptiǀe 
regulation, on the one hand, and the withdrawal of the state from the debate altogether, on 
the otheƌ͛. Here the argument is that without direct, sustained and purposeful political 
direction the market cannot, of itself, be relied upon to promote sustainable consumption 
while at the same time the state cannot deliver sustainable consumption goals by regulation 
and legislation alone. 
 
There are significant variations in the extent to which these retailers are embracing 
materiality and theƌe is Ŷo eǀideŶĐe that the UK͛s leadiŶg food ƌetaileƌs haǀe adopted a 
sector specific approach to the definition and determination of materiality as advocated by 
Eccles et. al. (2012).  Perhaps this is not surprising in that the leading food retailers have, by 
and large, developed their own individual approach to sustainability reporting. While some 
of the selected food retailers provide limited information on the continuing development of 
their approach to materiality there is no indication in the sustainability reports that any of 
these retailers have the political or commercial desire to adopt a retail sector specific 
approach in the immediate future. Indeed the premature closuƌe of the ͚‘aĐe to the Top͛ 
project (International Institute for Environment and Development 2004), originally designed 
͚to tƌaĐk pƌogƌess toǁaƌds a gƌeeŶeƌ aŶd faiƌeƌ food sǇsteŵ͛ suggests a common approach 
will prove no easy task. Where individual food retailers publicly promote what they see as 
their specific approaches to sustainability to give them distinctive positions within the 
extremely competitive market within the UK, this makes the development of a genuinely 
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shared approach to the determination of a collective and agreed set of material issues a 
testing and potentially intractable challenge. 
 While a variety of methods are employed in attempting to determine materiality 
there is a generic issue concerning the nature of the relationship between company 
interests and stakeholder interests. Where the company, and more specifically its executive 
management team, is principally, and sometimes seemingly exclusively, responsible for 
identifying and determining material issues within its sustainability reporting process. As 
such the company might also be seen to be essentially responsible for identifying its 
stakeholders and for collecting, collating and articulating their views on the priorities for the 
ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s sustaiŶaďilitǇ stƌategies. Hoǁeǀeƌ ǁhether the leading food retailers can feasibly  
elicit and represent the views of all their stakeholders remains to be seen. Generally within 
the business world Banerjee (2008), for example, has argued that ‘despite their emancipatory 
rhetoric, discourses of corporate citizenship, social responsibility and sustainability are 
defined by narrow business interests and serve to curtail the interests of external 
stakeholdeƌs.͛  A number of the selected food retailers reported seeking to elicit stakeholder 
opinions on ƌetaileƌs͛ sustaiŶaďilitǇ pƌioƌities aŶd stƌategies ǀia stakeholdeƌ paŶels aŶd 
customer surveys and meetings with investors. This certainly suggests some food retailers 
wish to look beyond their own immediate commercial imperatives in determining 
materiality but Cooper and Owen (2007) council caution arguing that ͚ǁhilst the Đoƌpoƌate 
lobby apparently espouses a commitment to stakeholder responsiveness, and even 
accountability, their claims are pitched at the level of mere rhetoric which ignores key issues 
suĐh the estaďlishŵeŶt of ƌights aŶd tƌaŶsfeƌ of poǁeƌ to stakeholdeƌ gƌoups.͛ More 
specifically Cooper and Owen (2007) suggested that ͚hieƌaƌĐhiĐal aŶd ĐoeƌĐiǀe poǁeƌ 
prevent the form of accountability that can be achieved through discussion and dialogue͛ 
aŶd that aƌguaďlǇ, at ďest, ĐoŵpaŶies ŵaǇ ͚favour shareholders over all other interested 
gƌoups.͛ 
 There are also issues about how executive managers and/or stakeholders rank 
material issues in terms of both importance and impact and about the nature of the 
materiality matrices they use to depict materiality. Listing material issues in rank order, for 
example, effectively fails to depict or to distinguish between the perceived orders of 
magnitude of importance and impact. Schendler and Toffell (2013), for example, argue that 
ǁhile ŵaŶǇ of the ǁoƌld͛s laƌgest ĐoŵpaŶies, iŶĐludiŶg Walŵaƌt, ͚aƌe ǁoƌkiŶg to ƌeduĐe 
eŶeƌgǇ use aŶd ǁaste, aŶd ŵaŶǇ haǀe iŶtegƌated sustaiŶaďilitǇ iŶto stƌategiĐ plaŶŶiŶg͛  
……͛suĐh aĐtioŶs doŶ͛t ŵeaŶiŶgfullǇ addƌess the pƌiŵaƌǇ ďaƌƌier to sustainability, climate 
ĐhaŶge.͛ Schendler and Toffnell (2013) suggest that ͚shareholder analyses of businesses 
focus almost entirely on operational greening activities and policies, but not on whether 
companies can continue on their current course in a climate-changed world. In other words, 
suĐh aŶalǇses doŶ͛t aĐtuallǇ ŵeasuƌe sustaiŶaďilitǇ.͛ Equally critically Schendler and Toffell 
(2013) further argue that many businesses that claim to be sustainability leaders ͚doŶ͛t 
recognise the primacy of climate ĐhaŶge͛ and that many businesses include ͚Đliŵate iŶ a 
ďasket of eƋuallǇ ǁeighted issues͛ like oĐeaŶs, foƌests oƌ fisheƌies͛ and that such an approach 
is ͚ŵisguided͛ in that ͚Đliŵate ǀastlǇ tƌuŵps (and often includes) those other environmental 
issues.͛ Although the issue of climate change is clearly ͚too ǀast foƌ aŶǇ siŶgle ďusiŶess͛ 
(Schendler and Toffell 2013) the major retailers are in a powerful and pivotal position in 
21 
 
global supply chains in that they can exert a powerful influence on both production and 
consumption.  
Concerns have also been expressed that the basic dimensions of the matrices that 
many large companies currently use to determine materiality are effectively not fit for 
purpose. Mark McElroy, Executive Director of the Center for Sustainable Organizations, for 
example, argued that ͚ǁhile it is ĐoŵŵoŶ pƌaĐtiĐe Ŷoǁ foƌ Đoƌpoƌate sustaiŶaďilitǇ ƌepoƌts to 
iŶĐlude ŵateƌialitǇ ŵatƌiĐes, ǁhetheƌ oƌ Ŷot theǇ seƌǀe theiƌ puƌpose is deďataďle͛ (McElroy 
2011).  McElroǇ͛s aƌguŵeŶt is that the ŵajoƌity of large companies have adapted the 
concept of the materiality matrix, initially favoured by the Global Reporting Initiative, to suit 
corporate rather than wider environmental, social and economic goals. More specifically he 
argued that ͚iŶstead of ĐoŶsidering the impacts on the economy, the environment and 
soĐietǇ͛ as one of the two axes of the materiality matrix as proposed by the Global Reporting 
Initiative, the matrices contained in the sustainability reports published by many large 
companies focus ͚iŶstead oŶ ǁhetheƌ, aŶd to ǁhat degƌee, iŵpaĐts affeĐt the oƌgaŶisatioŶ 
aŶd/oƌ its ďusiŶess goals͛ (McElroy 2011). More critically McElroy (2011) claimed that this 
change ͚aŵouŶts to a peƌǀeƌsioŶ of the idea of ŵateƌialitǇ iŶ sustaiŶaďilitǇ ƌepoƌtiŶg 
because it esseŶtiallǇ Đuts out ĐoŶsideƌatioŶ of ǁhat aƌe aƌguaďlǇ the ŵost ŵateƌial issues͛ 
namely the broad social, economic and environmental impacts of an organisation regardless 
of hoǁ theǇ ƌelate to  a paƌtiĐulaƌ ďusiŶess plaŶ oƌ stƌategǇ͛ (McElroy 2011). 
A Ŷuŵďeƌ of the UK͛s leadiŶg food ƌetaileƌs iŶĐlude soŵe form of external assurance 
in their sustainability reports but the nature, character and scope of the external assurance 
varies considerably. The leading food retailers approach to assurance can perhaps be best 
collectively described as both idiosyncratic and partial. Idiosyncratic in that the external 
assessors were given varying briefs and they in turn adopted varying approaches and though 
this is not a problem per se, as sustainability reports are themselves voluntary and the 
accompanying assurance statements are not subject to regulation. However it does mean 
that the lack of a common and agreed methodology makes any systematic assessment of, 
and comparison between, the major players within UK food retailing effectively impossible. 
Paƌtial iŶ that thƌee of the UK͛s top teŶ food ƌetaileƌs did Ŷot post a foƌŵal sustaiŶaďilitǇ 
report on the Internet, two of the seven that posted sustainability reports did not provide 
any external assurance and the other five food retailers commissioned only a limited 
external assurance statement. At the same time the expert commentary/external opinion 
included in the J. Sainsbury, the Co-operative Group and Marks and Spencer sustainability 
reports addressed general issues. More specifically they offered little or nothing by way of 
supporting evidence, they lacked critical awareness and they made no explicit systematic 
reference to the issues of inclusivity and responsiveness. In some ways the external view in 
the J. Sainsbury report, for example, is little more than a marketing statement seemingly 
designed to pƌoŵote the ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s Đoƌpoƌate ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ image. 
 More generally the independence of the assurance process can be a thorny issue. 
While Wiertz (2009) has argued that ͚iŶ applǇiŶg eǆteƌŶal ǀeƌifiĐatioŶ to C“‘ ƌepoƌts, a 
central characteristic of the assurance process is to be independent of the reporter and the 
suďjeĐt ŵatteƌ ďeiŶg attested͛, O͛DǁǇeƌ aŶd OǁeŶ ;ϮϬϬϱͿ Đlaiŵ that theiƌ ǁoƌk oŶ ϰϭ laƌge 
UK and European companies ͚ƌaises ƋuestioŶ ŵaƌks ƌegaƌdiŶg the iŶdepeŶdeŶĐe of the 
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assuƌaŶĐe pƌoĐess.͛ The external assessors which produced the assurance statements for 
Wm. Morrison, Marks and Spencer, the Co-operative Group and The John Lewis Partnership 
addressed the issue of their independence. In its assurance statement for Wm. Morrison, 
for example, Two Tomorrows affirms it has ͚Ŷo otheƌ ĐoŶtaĐt ǁith MoƌƌisoŶ͛s͛ while DNV-
GL͛s assuƌaŶĐe stateŵeŶt foƌ the JohŶ Leǁis PaƌtŶeƌship ƌepoƌts ͚ǁe haǀe Ŷot ďeeŶ iŶǀolǀed 
iŶ pƌoǀidiŶg the PaƌtŶeƌship ǁith aŶǇ otheƌ seƌǀiĐes duƌiŶg the ƌepoƌtiŶg peƌiod.͛ Ernst and 
Young report ͚ǁe haǀe pƌoǀided Ŷo otheƌ seƌǀiĐes ƌelatiŶg to Maƌks aŶd “peŶĐeƌ͛s appƌoaĐh 
to soĐial, eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal aŶd ethiĐal issues͛ but do not mention if they undertake any 
financial assurance for Marks and Spencer. SaiŶsďuƌǇ͛s is oŶe of Foƌuŵ foƌ the Futuƌe͛s 
Foundation Corporate Partners and this might be seen to compromise the independence of 
the short external review of their sustainability report mentioned earlier. More generally 
O͛DǁǇeƌ aŶd OǁeŶ ;ϮϬϬϱͿ haǀe eǆpƌessed ĐoŶĐeƌŶ oǀeƌ the ͚laƌge degƌee of ŵaŶageŵeŶt 
ĐoŶtƌol oǀeƌ the assuƌaŶĐe pƌoĐess͛ arguing that management ͚ŵaǇ plaĐe aŶǇ ƌestƌiĐtioŶs 
theǇ Đhoose oŶ the assuƌaŶĐe eǆeƌĐise.͛ 
A wide range of stakeholdeƌs aƌe takiŶg aŶ iŶĐƌeasiŶg iŶteƌest iŶ the UK͛s leadiŶg 
food ƌetaileƌs͛ Đoƌpoƌate soĐial ďehaǀiouƌ aŶd iŶ theoƌǇ the eǆteƌŶal assuƌaŶĐe of 
sustainability reports must be seen to be important for a variety of audiences including the 
general public, customers, investors, employees, suppliers, regulatory bodies, trade unions, 
non-governmental organisations and pressure groups. While RAAS Consulting (2009) has 
argued that the two primary audiences are regulators and investors, the assurance 
statements contaiŶed iŶ the UK͛s leadiŶg food ƌetaileƌs͛ ƌepoƌts giǀe little iŶdiĐatioŶ of theiƌ 
intended audiences. CorporateRegister.com Limited (2008) suggests that ͚stateŵeŶts aƌe 
supposedlǇ foƌ eǆteƌŶal stakeholdeƌs, ďut iŶ pƌaĐtiĐe theǇ͛ƌe pƌoďaďlǇ ǁƌitteŶ foƌ iŶternal 
audieŶĐes aŶd the laŶguage of assuƌaŶĐe ƌeduĐes its appeal to the ǁideƌ audieŶĐe.͛  
O͛DǁǇeƌ aŶd OǁeŶ ;ϮϬϬϱͿ ĐoŶtƌast this appƌoaĐh ǁith ͚the goǀeƌŶaŶĐe stƌuĐtuƌes 
uŶdeƌpiŶŶiŶg the fiŶaŶĐial audit pƌoĐess͛ aƌguiŶg that ŵaŶageŵeŶt͛s ͚ ƌeluĐtaŶĐe to addƌess 
the assurance statement to specific constituencies implies that they are primarily providing 
value for management  thereby reflecting a perceived demand for assurance of this 
iŶfoƌŵatioŶ fƌoŵ ŵaŶageŵeŶt as opposed to stakeholdeƌs.͛ Fuƌtheƌ O͛DǁǇeƌ aŶd Owen 
(2005) conclude that unless this issue is dealt with ͚assuƌaŶĐe stateŵeŶt pƌaĐtiĐe ǁill fail to 
eŶhaŶĐe aĐĐouŶtaďilitǇ aŶd tƌaŶspaƌeŶĐǇ to oƌgaŶisatioŶal stakeholdeƌs.͛ 
 Such reservations and concerns would certainly seem to limit the value, credibility 
aŶd iŶtegƌitǇ of the assuƌaŶĐe pƌoĐess ďut it is iŵpoƌtaŶt to Ŷote that the UK͛s leadiŶg food 
ƌetaileƌs aƌe laƌge, Đoŵpleǆ aŶd dǇŶaŵiĐ oƌgaŶisatioŶs. TesĐo foƌ eǆaŵple is the UK͛s laƌgest 
private sector employer and their reach is international and in some cases global. Capturing 
and storing information and data across a diverse range of business activities throughout 
the supply chain in a variety of geographical locations and then providing access to allow 
external assurance is a challenging and a potentially costly venture and one which some of 
the UK͛s leadiŶg food ƌetaileƌs ĐuƌƌeŶtlǇ seeŵiŶglǇ Đhoose Ŷot to puƌsue. Thus ǁhile a 
ƌetaileƌ͛s opeƌatioŶal ĐaƌďoŶ eŵissioŶs ŵaǇ ďe sǇsteŵatiĐallǇ ĐolleĐted, Đollated aŶd 
audited as paƌt of the ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s eŶǀiƌonmental sustainability commitments, information 
on their contribution to local communities and levels of staff satisfaction may be more 
difficult to define, measure and assure. While there may be difficulties in collecting and 
assuring such information within the UK such problems seem likely to be much greater 
oǀeƌseas ǁheƌe the UK͛s food ƌetaileƌs aƌe souƌĐiŶg ŵaŶǇ of theiƌ pƌoduĐts. Wheƌe a 
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ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s data ĐolleĐtioŶ aŶd ĐollatioŶ sǇsteŵs aƌe Ŷot so deǀeloped to ƌealistiĐallǇ alloǁ 
rigorous and comprehensive assurance processes then limited assurance may well be the 
best way forward. At the same time it is important to recognise that assurance statements 
Đoŵe at a Đost ǁhiĐh iŶĐludes eŵploǇee tiŵe, sĐheduliŶg iŵpaĐts aŶd the assessoƌ͛s fees. 
Some of the  UK͛s leadiŶg  food ƌetaileƌs lookiŶg to ĐoŵŵissioŶ ĐoŵpƌeheŶsiǀe eǆteƌŶal 
assurance across the full spectrum of their business operations might well incur 
substantially higher costs and they currently seem to choose to make cost/benefit decisions 
that favour a ŵoƌe ͚liŵited͛ ďut deliǀeƌaďle assuƌaŶĐe pƌoĐess 
Finally there are broader issues about the tension between sustainability and 
eĐoŶoŵiĐ gƌoǁth. IŶ soŵe ǁaǇs the UK͛s leadiŶg food ƌetaileƌs͛ geŶeƌal positioŶ ǁas 
epitomized by Sir Terry Leahy, the then Chief EǆeĐutiǀe OffiĐeƌ of TesĐo, iŶ his ͚Foƌesight͛ 
contribution at the start of The Global Coca Cola Retailing Research Council Forum report 
;ϮϬϬϵͿ, ǁho aƌgued that, at that tiŵe, his ĐoŵpaŶǇ ͚is seeking to create a movement which 
shows that it is possible to ĐoŶsuŵe, to ďe gƌeeŶ aŶd to gƌoǁ͛. This approach is certainly 
consistent with the argument advanced by Reisch et.al. (2008) for example, that although 
moving towards sustainable consumption is a major policy agenda, ͚Gƌoǁth of iŶĐoŵe aŶd 
material throughput by means of industrialization and mass consumerism remains the basic 
aim of ǁesteƌŶ deŵoĐƌaĐǇ.͛ Reisch et.al. (2008) further argued that ͚ƌatheƌ thaŶ ĐoŶtƌolliŶg 
consumption, recycling materials and increasing production efficiency have tended to be the 
doŵiŶaŶt ŵeaŶs supposed to deĐouple eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal degƌadatioŶ fƌoŵ eĐoŶoŵiĐ gƌoǁth.͛  
 
More fundamentally Jackson (2006) has argued that ͚it is eŶtiƌelǇ faŶĐiful to suppose 
that deep emission and resource cuts can be achieved without confronting the structure of 
ŵaƌket eĐoŶoŵies.͛ In a similar vein Castro (2004) has questioned the very possibility of 
sustainable development under capitalism and argued that economic growth relies upon 
the continuing and inevitable exploitation of both natural and social capital. Here 
FeƌŶaŶdo͛s ;ϮϬϬϯͿ asseƌtioŶ that ͚Đapitalisŵ has shoǁŶ ƌeŵaƌkaďle ĐƌeatiǀitǇ aŶd poǁeƌ to 
undermine the goals of sustainable development by appropriating the language and 
pƌaĐtiĐes of sustaiŶaďle deǀelopŵeŶt͛ resonates loudly. More generally this, in turn, echoes 
DolaŶ͛s ;ϮϬϬϮͿ ďelief that ͚the goal of sustaiŶaďle ĐoŶsuŵptioŶ Ŷeeds to ďe seeŶ as a 
political project, recognising the power relations between social groupings and between 
Đultuƌal ǀalue sǇsteŵs͛ and his warning that ͚this is the Đontext within which the idea of 
sustaiŶaďilitǇ ǁill staŶd oƌ fall.͛ 
 
Conclusions 
All of the UK top ten food retailers publicly report, albeit in a variety of ways, on 
their commitments to sustainability and strategically the majority of them essentially argue 
that by integrating sustainability into their businesses, they are better placed to provide 
long term growth and financial security for all their stakeholders and to enhance their 
market position and reputation. However the authoƌs aƌgue that the UK͛s leading food 
ƌetaileƌs͛ defiŶitioŶs of aŶd ĐoŵŵitŵeŶts to sustaiŶaďilitǇ ĐaŶ ďe iŶteƌpƌeted as ďeiŶg 
driven as much by business imperatives as by any determined commitments to 
sustainability. Thus the accent is upon making efficiency gains across a wide range of 
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economic, social and environmental issues rather than focusing on maintaining the viability 
and integrity of natural ecosystems and on reducing demands on finite natural resources.  
Theƌe aƌe ŵaƌked ǀaƌiatioŶs iŶ the eǆteŶt to ǁhiĐh the UK͛s leadiŶg food retailers 
have embraced materiality as part of their sustainability reporting process and there was 
little or no evidence of a collective sector specific approach to materiality within the retail 
ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ. While fiǀe of the UK͛s top teŶ food ƌetaileƌs drew attention to materiality in 
their sustainability reports, some of these made very limited reference to how they had 
determined material issues, and while some of the remaining food retailers identified a 
number of priorities in their sustainability reports they made no explicit reference to 
ŵateƌialitǇ. LookiŶg to the futuƌe it is faƌ fƌoŵ Đleaƌ that the UK͛s leadiŶg food ƌetaileƌs ǁill 
find it easy to adopt a sector specific approach to the determination of material issues for 
sustainability reporting. Even if they continue to develop their approaches to sustainability 
reporting independently they still seem certain to face major challenges in looking to 
reconcile the potentially contested relationships between executive management teams, 
investors and a wider range of stakeholders and in operationalizing the concept of 
materiality and in ranking and/or depicting material issues.  
A Ŷuŵďeƌ of the UK͛s leadiŶg food ƌetaileƌs aƌe ĐoŵŵissioŶiŶg eǆteƌŶal assurance as 
part of their sustainability reporting procedures but there is considerable variation in the 
nature, content and scope of the assurance processes undertaken. At best the accent is 
upoŶ ͚liŵited͛ ƌatheƌ thaŶ ͚ƌeasoŶaďle͛ assuƌaŶĐe aŶd theƌe aƌe soŵe ĐoŶĐeƌŶs aďout the 
independence of the assessors and about management control of the assurance process. In 
many ways this reduces the reliability and crediďilitǇ of the food ƌetaileƌs͛ sustaiŶaďilitǇ 
ƌepoƌts. That said the UK͛s leadiŶg food ƌetaileƌs aƌe laƌge, Đoŵpleǆ aŶd dǇŶaŵiĐ 
organisations and their supply chains often have a considerable geographical reach and this 
makes more rigorous and comprehensive assurance a difficult and a costly process. Looking 
to the futuƌe gƌoǁiŶg stakeholdeƌ pƌessuƌe ŵaǇ see the UK͛s leadiŶg food ƌetaileƌs 
commission more rigorous, systematic and wider ranging external assurance. 
IŶ ĐoŶĐlusioŶ the authoƌs aƌgue that the UK͛s leadiŶg food ƌetaileƌs aƌe, at ďest, 
puƌsuiŶg a ͚ǁeak͛ ƌatheƌ thaŶ a ͚stƌoŶg͛ ŵodel of sustaiŶaďilitǇ. Moƌe ĐƌitiĐallǇ the authoƌs 
suggest that the top teŶ UK food ƌetaileƌs͛ ĐoŵŵitŵeŶts to sustaiŶaďilitǇ aƌe ĐouĐhed 
within existing business models centred on continuing growth and consumption and that 
current policies can be viewed as little more than genuflections to sustainability. As such 
this eĐhoes ‘opeƌ͛s ;ϮϬϭϮͿ ďelief that ǁeak sustaiŶaďilitǇ ƌepƌeseŶts ͚a Đoŵpƌoŵise that 
essentially requires very little change from dominant economic driven practices but 
effectively works to defuse opposition, increase legitimacy and allow business as usual. The 
UK͛s leadiŶg food ƌetaileƌs aƌe thus effeĐtiǀelǇ aŶd ĐoŶǀeŶieŶtlǇ igŶoƌiŶg the faĐt that 
present patterns of consumption may simply be unsustainable in the long term. As such 
these retailers seem likely to continue to attract potentially increasingly sustained criticism, 
albeit from a vocal minority, who are exercised about what Jackson (2009) has described as 
͚aŶ eŵeƌgiŶg eĐologiĐal Đƌisis that is likelǇ to dǁaƌf the eǆistiŶg eĐoŶoŵiĐ Đƌisis.͛  At the 
same time the authors currently find little consumer appetite for a transition to a more 
genuinely sustainable future. Such a scenario seems currently politically unacceptable and 
the European Commission (2012) has recognised that ͚sustaiŶaďle ĐoŶsuŵptioŶ is seeŶ ďǇ 
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some as a reversal of progress towards gƌeateƌ ƋualitǇ of life͛ and that ͚it ǁould iŶǀolǀe a 
saĐƌifiĐe of ĐuƌƌeŶt, taŶgiďle Ŷeeds aŶd desiƌes iŶ the Ŷaŵe of aŶ uŶĐeƌtaiŶ futuƌe.͛  
 
 
 
TABLE 1: TOP TEN UK FOOD RETAILERS 
FOOD RETAILER  UK RETAIL SALES (2013)(£M) CORPORATE WEB SITE ADDRESS 
Tesco £43, 057 http://www.tesco.com/  
SaiŶsďuƌǇ͛s £23,921 http://www.sainsburys.co.uk  
ASDA £23, 325 http://www.walmart.com/  
Wm. Morrison £17, 680 http://www.morrisons.com/  
The Co-operative 
Group  
£17, 237 http://www.co-operative.coop/   
John Lewis 
Partnership 
£5, 754 http://www.johnlewis.com/  
Aldi  £5, 275 http://www.aldi.co.uk  
Marks and Spencer £5, 063 http://www.marksandspencer.com/  
Lidl £3, 436 http://www.lidl.co.uk/    
Iceland £2, 699 http://www.iceland.co.uk/  
(Source: Adapted from Retail Week 2014 and Mintel 2014a) 
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